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 Media coverage of Gnostic texts such as the Judas Gospel and the popularity 
of The Da Vinci Code—a novel that draws on Gnostic themes—are symptomatic of a 
broader trend where scholars, the media and the public have become increasingly 
interested in alternative ‘Christianities’. One of the main features of the increased 
interest in Gnosticism is the argument by revisionist scholars of Gnosticism that the 
Nag Hammadi discoveries comprise Gnostic texts that should challenge the orthodox 
Church’s portrayal of the history of Christianity. In this thesis, I explore the 
historiographical issues inherent in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate. 
 At the heart of the Gnosticism-Christianity debate is a battle of historical 
narratives, with the Church holding to a single, exclusive narrative that is 
incommensurable with the alternative versions of the history of Christianity found in 
the Gnostic texts. On the one hand, revisionist scholars of Gnosticism maintain that 
Gnostic texts contain legitimate ‘truths’ that the Church unfairly excluded during the 
canonisation process, leading to an incomplete and inaccurate portrayal of the 
history of Christianity. On the other hand, evangelical scholars hold that the 
distinction the Church made between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ is legitimate and thus, 
the Church was right to exclude the Gnostic texts in their efforts to preserve a ‘true’ 
narrative that accurately reflected the history and doctrine of orthodox Christianity. 
 In the course of the thesis, it will be shown that historiographical concerns 
such as the ‘truthfulness’ of the text, whether one ‘truth’ can be inherently superior 
to another, and the validity of a master narrative for the history of Christianity figure 
prominently in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate. In addition, the positions of 
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revisionist scholars of Gnosticism and evangelical scholars of Christianity in the 
debate are influenced by whether they identify more closely with deconstructionist 
or reconstructionist principles. As revisionist scholars display an inclination towards 
the views of deconstructionists, they believe that it would be unwise to exclude the 
multiple ‘truths’ that Gnostic texts have to offer the history of Christianity. In 
contrast, the views of evangelical scholars cohere with reconstructionist ideas and 
these scholars believe it is both possible and desirable to arrive at an exclusive and 
objective ‘truth’. Within the context of the Gnosticism-Christianity debate, 
evangelical scholars thus believe the Church’s portrayal of the history of Christianity 





The Historiography of Gnosticism 
 
Historically, discourses of normative Christian identity formation have 
defined Gnosticism in at least three different ways: all varieties of Christianity that 
have an insufficient or overly critical appropriation of Judaism; an external 
contamination of pure Christianity—where Gnosticism is either an independent 
religion or a secondary deviation from the orthodox Christian gospel; or any of a 
variety of traditions said to be closely related to the afore-mentioned ‘contaminated’ 
Christianity, regardless of whether they contain explicitly Christian elements, such as 
in Hermeticism, Mandeism and Manichaeism.1 
 A substantial body of the original material on Gnosticism stems from the 
work of its opponents—Christian apologists and religious philosophers, some who 
held Episcopal office and whom Catholic theology later elevated to the status of 
‘Church Fathers’.2 For example, Irenaeus’—regarded as the first Church Father—
main work Exposure and Refutation of the Falsely So Called Gnosis can be considered 
a sizeable ‘store-house of Gnosticism’.3 While Church Fathers such as Irenaeus, 
Hippolytus and Tertullian had works that ‘included a good deal of vituperation in 
their attacks against heretics’, later Church Fathers such as Clement of Alexandria 
                                                          
1
 Karen L. King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London, England: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2003), p. 4. 
2
 Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature & History of Gnosticism (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 
1984), p. 9. 
3
 G.R.S. Mead, Fragments of a Faith Forgotten (London and Benares: Theosophical Publishing Society, 
1906), p. 147. 
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and Origen made a more concerted effort to understand their Gnostic opponents.4 
Nonetheless, all the Church Fathers considered Gnosticism heretical and, despite the 
Church Fathers never using the term ‘Gnosticism’, their detractions have supplied 
most of the information on ancient Gnosticism in addition to criteria for defining and 
evaluating it.5 
 As scholarship on Gnosticism developed over time, the view of the Church 
Fathers would not prove to be immutable. Much has changed since their 
denunciation of Gnosticism as heretical and today, revisionist scholars of Gnosticism 
(hereafter referred to as ‘revisionist scholars’) argue that the early orthodox Church 
omitted the Gnostic gospels from the canon of Scripture because they bear 
implications which run contrary to the development of Christianity as an institutional 
religion.6 It is worthwhile to note that as scholarship on the Bible eventually saw 
scholars adopting a more liberal stance by broadening the definition and scope of 
what constituted biblical texts, the scholarship on Gnosticism underwent a similar 
‘liberalization’ with scholars proposing that, unlike what the early Church Fathers 
believed, Gnosticism and Christianity were a lot more similar than dissimilar. Thus, 
present-day advocates of the Gnostic texts believe they are historical truths that a 
dominant group of Christians unfairly castigated as heterodoxy/heresy to 
consolidate their power and impose their authority: 
The debates over which texts were apostolic, and therefore 
authoritative, lasted many years, decades, even centuries. 
Eventually—by about the end of the third Christian century—the 
                                                          
4
 Birger A. Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism: Traditions and Literature (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), 
p. 21. 
5
 King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 20. 
6
 Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York: Random House Inc., 1979), p.xxxvi.  
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views of one group emerged victorious… This group promoted its own 
collections of books as the only true and authentic ones, and urged 
that some of these books were sacred authorities, the ‘New’ 
Testament that was to be read alongside of and that was at least as 
authoritative as the ‘Old’ Testament taken over from the Jews.7 
In the past decade, Gnosticism has garnered tremendous interest and been a 
hot topic of debate not only in the scholarly realm but in the public one as well. In 
particular, two recent events exemplify how Gnosticism has moved from the 
narrower confines of academia to the broader reaches of public discussion. The first 
is the publication of Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003) that generated much 
debate over the role of Mary Magdalene and, in doing so, challenged the validity of 
the Bible. The Da Vinci Code discusses issues regarding the roles of Mary and Peter 
based on the Gospels of Mary and Philip and other Gnostic texts.8 The second event 
involves National Geographic promoting the translation of the Judas Gospel with a 
news conference, a television documentary and two books.9 The Judas Gospel 
questions the legitimacy and credibility of the Bible’s narrative by subverting the 
traditional Christian view of Judas as ‘the rotten apple in the apostolic barrel’.10  
A case can be made that the proposal of alternative versions of Christianity  
parallels a broader trend where contemporary scholars of Gnosticism have 
presented recent discoveries pertaining to Gnosticism as ‘groundbreaking’ and 
markedly differently from previous ones. In doing so, they imply that the new 
discoveries constitute startling new ideas that will prompt us to reconsider previous 
                                                          
7
 Bart D. Ehrman, Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not Make It into the New Testament (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), p.3. 
8
 Marvin Meyer, The Gnostic Discoveries: The Impact of the Nag Hammadi Library (New York: 
HarperCollins Publishers, 2005), p. 9. 
9
 Peter Steinfels, ‘A Debate Flares on Betrayal: The Gospel of Judas? Or the Gospel According to 





understandings and representations of Gnosticism and Christianity. For example, in 
The Gnostic Gospels, Elaine Pagels writes that the discovery of the Nag Hammadi 
library gives us a new perspective on Gnostic texts: today, we ‘read them with 
different eyes, not merely as “madness and blasphemy” but as Christians in the first 
centuries experienced them—a powerful alternative to what we know as orthodox 
Christian tradition.’11 Similarly, Bart Ehrman urges us to consider how ‘our own 
religious histories encompass not only the forms of belief and practice that emerged 
as victorious from the conflicts of the past but also those that were overcome, 
suppressed, and eventually lost.’12  
This thesis will study the development of Gnosticism as a historiographical 
topic and look at how historiographical trends—such as the increasing influence and 
pervasiveness of post-modern ideas—have contributed to the increased interest in, 
and greater receptivity to, theories and texts belonging to alternative ‘Christian’ 
groups such as the Gnostics. In addition, it will be shown that the respective 
positions of revisionist scholars and evangelical scholars of Christianity13 (hereafter 
referred to as ‘evangelical scholars’) in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate can be 
understood as the difference between what Alun Munslow has described—in the 
context of historiography—as ‘deconstructionist’ and ‘reconstructionist’ approaches 
                                                          
11
 Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels, p. 151. 
12
 Bart Ehrman, Lost Christianities: The Battle for Scripture and Faiths We Never Knew (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 4. 
13
 In this thesis, the term ‘evangelical scholars’ is a non-denominational one that refers to Christian 
authors/scholars who adhere to the beliefs of the orthodox Church and whose works usually either 
defend or seek to create awareness about orthodox Christian beliefs. ‘Orthodox’ in the context of this 
thesis refers to the acceptance of key doctrines such as the following beliefs: the Holy Bible 
constitutes the indisputable and unparalleled word of God; Jesus’ death and resurrection was a 
historical event that conquered sin and death for all Christians; and Jesus was both fully divine and 
human in the time that he was on earth. 
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respectively.14 The deconstructionist leanings of revisionist scholars lead them to 
conclude that it is neither viable nor desirable to have a valid master narrative for 
the history of Christianity. In contrast, evangelical scholars believe that it is both 
desirable and possible to have a valid master narrative for the history of Christianity 
because of their adherence to reconstructionist beliefs where an exclusive and 
objective ‘truth’ is neither elusive nor undesirable. Therefore, in the context of this 
study, the orthodox Church’s interpretation of the Bible is akin to an exclusive 
historical master narrative that denies the validity of competing alternative historical 
narratives. This idea of a historical narrative is thus central to this thesis as it 
provides a platform to discuss and understand how we can best contextualize the 
increasingly pervasive and influential views of revisionist scholars who reject the 
orthodox Church’s master narrative vis-à-vis those of evangelical scholars who 
maintain that the validity of the orthodox Church’s exclusive master narrative of 
Christianity.  
Historical Overview of the Scholarship on Gnosticism 
If revisionist scholars challenge Christian doctrine differently than their 
predecessors, trends within the scholarship of Gnosticism have evidently changed 
over time. Therefore, I begin with a chronological overview of the scholarship of 
Gnosticism that spans approximately the last one hundred and fifty years. In doing 
so, I seek to examine broad trends and watersheds within the scholarship while also 
highlighting the unique characteristics of each phase. In addition, I discuss how 
                                                          
14
 Alun Munslow, Deconstructing History (London; New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 20-22, 25-26. 
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revisionist scholars have increasingly extended the borders of ‘Christianity’ to fit 
Gnosticism within them. 
The first phase of the scholarship of Gnosticism begins with Ferdinand 
Christian Baur, the ‘real founder of research into gnosis’ who wrote the book Die 
Christliche Gnosis oder die christliche Religions-Philosophie in ihrer Entwicklung 
(translated as Christian Gnosis or the Christian Religious Philosophy in its Historical 
Development) (1835). Baur was one of the first scholars to move beyond discussing 
Gnosticism as primarily being a Christian heresy and he pushed for an independent 
consideration of the Gnostics. In this first phase of scholarship on Gnosticism, the 
distinctive feature of the research is their emphasis on a non-Christian element in 
Gnosis that was distinctly separate from Christianity, with influences from the 
‘Orient’ (Asia) constituting the foundation of Gnosis.15 Inherent within Baur’s push 
for an independent consideration of the Gnostics is the idea that Gnosticism and 
Christianity were two separate and distinct religious phenomena.  
In the second phase of the scholarship of Gnosticism, Adolph von Harnack 
identified Christianity as representing the earliest and purest form of the teaching of 
Jesus while, in contrast, Gnosticism was a separate religion that arose after Greek 
religious and intellectual influences had ‘contaminated’ Christianity.16 Even though 
Harnack showed himself to be open to newer insights and even recognised an extra-
Christian Gnosis,17 he considered Gnosticism and Christianity to be two distinct and 
separate entities. For example, he termed Gnosticism as the ‘acute secularising or 
                                                          
15
 Rudolph, Gnosis, pp. 30-31. 
16
 King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 11 
17
 Rudolph, Gnosis, p. 32. The term ‘extra-Christian Gnosis’ can be understood as a form of Gnosticism 
that shares similar roots with Christianity but one that eventually develops separately from 
Christianity such that the two are similar but not identical religions. 
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hellenising of Christianity’,18 thereby implying that the two were not the same 
religion to begin with. Harnack differed from Baur in that he undertook a narrower 
examination of Gnosticism than Baur did. Unlike Baur, Harnack concerned himself 
mainly with examining Gnosticism within the church-historical framework—its 
history before and after was of no interest to him.19 
The third phase of the scholarship of Gnosticism saw scholars arguing that 
Gnosticism’s emergence was not completely internal to the history of Christianity 
and, unlike previous scholars, they believed Gnosticism preceded Christianity.20 
Scholars in the ‘History of Religions (Religionsgeschichte) School’ argued that the 
New Testament and early Christianity could best be understood by examining the 
folk religion of Iran, Babylonia, and even India. Within this third phase, three scholars 
in particular made significant contributions to the history of religions school: 
Wilhelm Bousset, Richard Reitzenstein, and Rudolf Bultmann. Bousset proposed that 
Gnosticism was a pre-Christian religion that existed alongside of Christianity; and he 
sought to explain the origin of Gnosis from a pre-Christian mixture of Babylonian and 
Iranian religion, and so gave a new impulse to considerations of its early stages.’21 
Reitzenstein concurred with Bousset that Gnosticism preceded Christianity and he 
believed that Gnostic heresy formed the foundations of Christian tradition.22 
Building upon Bousset’s and Reitzenstein’s research, Bultmann conducted an 
extensive comparison between Christianity and Gnosticism in Das Urchristentum im 
                                                          
18
 Adolph Harnack, History of Dogma: Volume I, tr. Neil Buchanan (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 
1961), p. 227.   
19
 Rudolph, Gnosis, p. 32. 
20
 King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 80. 
21
 Rudolph, Gnosis, p. 32. 
22
 King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 89. 
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Rahmen der antiken Religion (translated as Primitive Christianity in Its Contemporary 
Setting). Karen King notes that, in this book, Bultmann concludes that Christianity is 
superior to Gnosticism after recognising that there are points of convergence and 
divergence between them. Bultmann saw a crucial distinction between Gnosticism 
from Christianity: while Gnosticism believes that fate was the root cause of 
humanity’s problems, Christianity believes it was sin. Generally, the scholars of the 
‘History of Religions School’ differ from Adolph von Harnack in at least two ways. 
Firstly, they believe Gnosticism preceded Christianity. Secondly, they believe that 
Asian influences (such as those from Iran and India) formed the basis of Gnostic 
beliefs and these influences, as opposed to Greek and Hellenistic influences, had a 
significant impact on the foundations of Christianity via Gnosticism.23 Essentially, 
scholars of the School supported the view that Gnosticism was originally a non-
Christian entity. As Rudolph notes, ‘*one+ of its most important results was the proof 
that the gnostic movement was originally a non-Christian phenomenon which was 
gradually enriched with Christian concepts until it made its appearance as 
independent Christian gnosis.’24 
The fourth phase of the scholarship of Gnosticism began in 1934 when Hans 
Jonas and Walter Bauer published ‘the two most important books on *Gnosticism+ in 
the twentieth century.’ Hans Jonas, in The Gnostic Religion, disagreed with using 
motif history to understand Gnosticism and preferred a typological approach which 
enabled historians to interpret a phenomenon in its social and political context, 
instead of charting its linear evolution through time. In seeking to ascertain the 
                                                          
23
 Ibid, pp. 104-107. 
24
 Rudolph, Gnosis, p. 276. 
9 
 
origins of Gnosticism, an approach centred on motif history looks to the prior 
meanings of the elements that Gnosticism had absorbed while Jonas’ approach 
constituted a typology that sought to identify the essential characteristics of 
Gnosticism on its own terms. For example, while Bousset believed that both the 
origin and meaning of Gnostic dualism could be established by tracing the genealogy 
of a motif or idea, Jonas contended that motif history wrongly precluded the 
possibility that Gnosticism was its own heterogeneous entity and not a mere 
absorber of existing traditional elements.25  
Jonas’ main point of departure from the previous phase of scholarship was 
also one of his main contributions to the scholarship of Gnosticism. In addition to 
using motif history to illustrate the distinctive features of Gnosticism, Jonas argued 
that Gnosticism arose simultaneously with Christianity in a variety of ancient 
Mediterranean locales as a distinct religion.26 Crucially, Jonas’ conclusions did not 
result in a conflation of Christianity and Gnosticism. Rather, in discussing the origin 
of Gnosticism, Jonas saw it as an autonomous entity, one that was independent of 
Christianity.27 
Along with Jonas’ work, the other influential piece in 1934 was Walter 
Bauer’s Rechtgläubigkeit und Ketzerei im ältesten Christentum (translated as 
Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity)—a book that forms the base for 
current material of contemporary scholars of Gnosticism such as Elaine Pagels and 
                                                          
25
 King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 110, 115, 116, 119; quotation from p. 110. 
26
 Ibid, p. 11. 
27
 Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion: The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings of Christianity, 
2
nd
 edn (Boston: Beacon Press, 1991), pp. 33, 36.  
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Bart Ehrman.28 In assessing Bauer’s contributions to the scholarship of Gnosticism, 
King considers his ‘most lasting contribution’ to be his direct challenge of Tertullian’s 
thesis that orthodoxy chronologically preceded heresy.29 It is important to note that 
Tertullian considered orthodoxy to be teachings that the orthodox Church deemed 
acceptable while heresy constituted teachings that deviated from these approved 
teachings. More specifically, Bauer’s central hypothesis was that the heresies that 
the orthodox Church identified and denounced in earlier times—including 
Gnosticism—did not begin as heresies; they ended up as such because a dominant 
narrative (which Bauer terms ‘the ecclesiastical position’) won out over the other 
‘Christian’ narratives.30 Two ideas form the cornerstones of Bauer’s hypothesis: 
there was originally no fixed orthodoxy but varieties of Christianities; and the Roman 
church’s successful control over other areas in the late second century facilitated the 
eventual victory of orthodoxy—a victory that ‘distorted the earliest history’ and 
prompted revisionist scholars to push for a reassessment of Church history.31 
It is in Bauer’s work that we begin to see a clearer attempt to narrow the 
divide between ‘Gnosticism’ and ‘Christianity’. King suggests that ‘*in+ its own way, 
Bauer’s work has had a more long lasting impact than that of Jonas’ because he 
classified early heresies, including those classified as Gnostic, as being ‘Christian’ 
rather than ‘heretical’ and, therefore, ‘his construction of early Christian history 
directly challenged the normativity of orthodox Christian identity in ways that the 
                                                          
28
 Bock, The Missing Gospels: Unearthing the Truth Behind Alternative Christianities (Nashville, 
Tennessee: Thomas Nelson Inc, 2006), p. 46. 
29
 King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 114. Also see Rudolph, Gnosis, pp. 14-15. Tertullian (about 150 to 
223/225 A.D.) was the ‘first important Latin Father’ who stated that ‘Christian doctrine rests upon 
Christ and his apostles alone; it is older than all heresies and is alone determinative for the church and 
its interpretation of scripture.’ 
30
 King, What is Gnosticism?, Ibid, p. 111. 
31
 Bock, The Missing Gospels, p. 50. 
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history of religions school had not.’32 Subsequently, Bauer’s views, coupled with the 
unearthing of new material pertaining to Gnosticism, would give scholars of 
Gnosticism greater momentum and impetus to dismantle the notion that Gnosticism 
and Christianity were distinct and irreconcilable entities since the days of the early 
Church. 
The fifth phase of the scholarship of Gnosticism is best characterised by the 
discussion moving out of the confines of the scholarly realm and expanding more 
fully into the public realm. One of the first sources within this phase is that of the 
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947 which ‘attracted attention far beyond the 
circle of scholars’, and the extensive scrutiny and evaluation of these scrolls were not 
limited to specialist journals.33 One of the main findings that emerged from a study 
of the Dead Sea Scrolls was that the text of the Hebrew Bible that we possess is 
more reliable than previously thought as fewer scribal or editorial changes or errors 
had occurred over the centuries than scholars once imagined.34 
 The Dead Sea Scrolls were originally the property of the Essenes, a Jewish 
sect that inhabited the caves at Qumrân near the Dead Sea and this discovery held 
importance for the scholarship of Gnosticism because the Essenes were a Gnostic 
sect. The Dead Sea Scrolls show how first-century Judaism was pluralistic because it 
contained a number of divergent theological positions and the Essenes, who scholars 
know were a Jewish sect that broke off with the official Judaism of the Jerusalem 
temple, saw their world in terms of a Persian dualism that would move forward to 
                                                          
32
 King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 114. 
33
 Rudolph, Gnosis, p. 34. 
34
 David Noel Freedman and Pam Fox Kuhlken, What Are the Dead Sea Scrolls and Why Do They 




Gnosticism. According to one school of thought, the Nag Hammadi texts (to be 
discussed below) provide a history of Gnosticism that is a continuation of the one 
seen in the Dead Sea Scrolls—a history in which ‘gnostic trends have continued to 
carry on a clandestine existence within the context of normative Judaism.’35 
While the Dead Sea Scrolls contributed substantially to scholars’ knowledge 
of the Essenes, it would be unwise to draw conclusions from them regarding the 
relationship between Gnosticism and Christianity because as far as scholars can 
discern, there was no direct contact between the Essenes at Qumrân and the 
followers of Jesus.36 Subsequently, the Nag Hammadi texts would enjoy more of the 
spotlight within the scholarship of Gnosticism. 
The Nag Hammadi texts, discovered by the Egyptian Muhammad Ali in late 
1945, substantially increased the critical mass of Gnostic texts available to scholars—
in particular, it has attracted the attention of those interested in Gnostic religion 
from antiquity and late antiquity. Marvin Meyer concluded that the Nag Hammadi 
texts provide ‘a remarkable opportunity for us to reassess the religion in the ancient 
and modern world’ by showing that Gnostic and mythical themes permeated the 
world of Greco-Roman, Jewish and Christian antiquity and giving voice to ‘creative 
minds and spiritual ideas that too easily have been dismissed in the past.’37  
The significance of the Nag Hammadi discoveries for our understanding of 
Gnosticism does not necessarily lie in the texts providing answers that lead to a 
                                                          
35
 James M. Robinson, ‘Introduction’, in The Nag Hammadi Library: The Definitive Translation of the 
Gnostic Scriptures Complete in One Volume, ed. James M. Robinson (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1990), p. 7. 
36
 Freedman and Kuhlken, What Are the Dead Sea Scrolls and Why Do They Matter, p. 95. 
37
 Meyer, The Gnostic Discoveries, pp. 1-2, 6, 167-168. 
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clearer consensus of what Gnosticism is but, in fact, more in how they have raised 
further questions about it. One of the main reasons for this is the vast diversity of 
material contained within the Nag Hammadi collection; within it, there is a wide 
variety of perspectives regarding cosmology, theology, ethical orientation, 
anthropology, spiritual discipline, and ritual practice.38 The Nag Hammadi library, far 
from being a monolithic collection of congruent texts, contains religious texts that 
vary widely from each other in terms of when, where, and by whom they were 
written and the viewpoints in them are so divergent that scholars believe the texts 
do not belong to a single group or movement.39 Nonetheless, the availability of so 
many new religious texts within the Nag Hammadi library has fundamentally 
transformed the study of Gnostic religion and its impact upon ancient and modern 
religion.40  
In particular, two scholars—Bart Ehrman and Elaine Pagels—who will feature 
prominently in this thesis are among those who have utilized the Nag Hammadi texts 
to propose new ways to understand the relationship between Gnosticism and 
Christianity. Bart Ehrman is currently the James D. Gray Distinguished Professor of 
Religious Studies at the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill and he has written 
many works about the New Testament and Christianity. The arguments in his books 
typically diverge from the positions and interpretations of Christianity that the 
orthodox Church and orthodox Christians hold to. Ehrman, author of best-selling 
books such as Lost Christianities: The Battles for Scripture and the Faiths We Never 
Knew (2003) and Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not Make It into the New Testament 
                                                          
38
 King, What is Gnosticism?, pp. 153-154. 
39
 Robinson, ‘Introduction’, p. 1. 
40
 Meyer, The Gnostic Discoveries, p. 6. 
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(2005), has fuelled interest in Gnosticism even further with his publications. For 
instance, one journalist wrote that Ehrman’s Lost Scriptures has provided ‘fresh 
authoritative translations of the texts’ which early Church authorities excluded from 
the New Testament (NT) canon and reading the book gives one ‘a rush of enticing 
strangeness attending the opening of the Nag Hammadi pot.’41 Like Ehrman, Pagels 
is also an academic and she is currently the Harrington Spear Paine Professor of 
Religion at Princeton University. She too draws on the Nag Hammadi texts to 
propose new arguments relating to the relationship between Gnosticism and 
Christianity that do not cohere with that of the orthodox Church and orthodox 
Christians. Significantly, Pagels’ works have also drawn a wide readership and 
received much acclaim, a testament to the popularity and potentially influential 
nature of her books. For example, The Gnostic Gospels won the National Book Award 
and the National Book Critics Circle Award.42   
Today, the hype over the Nag Hammadi texts has extended beyond scholars 
such as Pagels and Ehrman—with Dan Brown’s widely-read The Da Vinci Code joining 
these works in ‘a concerted effort to change our history and the way we look at our 
religious and cultural roots.’43 Meyer also accorded Brown special mention when he 
observed that Brown has ‘piqued the interest of readers in a special way’ and that 
The Da Vinci Code, despite developing upon ‘the sort of research and wild 
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speculation’ in Holy Blood, Holy Grail, is based upon ‘ancient texts and authentic 
themes’ found in the Gospels of Mary and Philip and other gnostic texts.44 
Significantly, the works of Pagels, Ehrman and Brown have a common thread 
that runs through them: they support the notion that there is a need to revisit, and 
revise, the history of Christianity because the triumph of orthodox Christians over 
the Gnostics stems more from the former’s ascension to dominance within the 
ecclesiastical establishment than the inferiority and invalidity of the latter’s beliefs. 
For example, Ehrman believes that the Judas Gospel represents a form of Gnostic 
religion that ‘came to be suppressed by the victorious party in Christianity in the 
third or fourth century.’ 45 Elaine Pagels echoes this view when she articulates that, 
since it is the winners who write history ‘their way’, it is ‘*no+ wonder, then, that the 
viewpoint of the successful majority has dominated all traditional accounts of the 
origin of Christianity.’46  
In light of the claims of Pagels and Ehrman, who are prominent revisionist 
scholars, an assessment of the bases of their arguments is in order. Therefore, in 
Chapter One of my thesis, I discuss their reasons for claiming that, following the 
discovery of the Nag Hammadi texts, we are now confronted with groundbreaking 
ideas that should reconfigure our understanding of the historical and doctrinal 
relationship between Gnosticism and Christianity. I also examine the viewpoints of 
                                                          
44
 Meyer, The Gnostic Discoveries, p. 7, p. 9. For information on Holy Blood, Holy Grail, see Edwin 
McDowell, ‘Publishing: When Book Does Its Own Promotion’, The New York Times, 5 February 1982. 
The book, co-authored by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh and Henry Lincoln, suggests that ‘Jesus 
married and had a child by Mary Magdalene, that He staged and survived His crucifixion and that His 
descendants established a secret society in Europe that is preparing to re-establish a political 
dynasty.’ 
45
 Bart D. Ehrman, The Lost Gospel of Judas Iscariot: A New Look at Betrayer and Betrayed (New York: 
Oxford University Press, Inc., 2006), p.179. 
46
 Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels, p. 142.  
16 
 
evangelical scholars in relation to the issues raised by revisionist scholars to further 
illuminate the key issues surrounding the Gnosticism-Christianity debate. 
Chapter Two comprises a discussion of how a change in historical contexts 
has deeply influenced the manner in which scholars of Gnosticism define the 
relationship between Gnosticism and Christianity. In particular, I look at the changing 
role of Christianity in America from the 1970s to the present; changes in the media; 
and the revival and rise of alternative religions. As Philip Jenkins puts it, the 
vastly exaggerated claims made on behalf of these gospels [belonging 
to alternative ‘Christianities’+ are more revealing about what 
contemporary scholars and writers would like to find about the 
Christian ages, and how these ideas are communicated, accurately or 
otherwise, to a mass public. The alternative gospels are thus very 
important sources, if not for the beginnings of Christianity, then for 
what they tell us about the interest groups who seek to use them 
today; about the mass media, and how religion is packaged as popular 
culture, about how canons shift their content to reflect the values of 
the reading audience; and more generally, about the changing 
directions of contemporary American religion.47  
 
In Chapter Three, I discuss how post-modernism has specifically impacted 
historians and created an academic environment that is more receptive to 
alternative portrayals of the history of Christianity inherent within Gnostic texts. To 
begin with, I take a closer look at the debate within the context of trends and 
important issues in historiography. In addition, I discuss the response of evangelical 
scholars to Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code to illustrate how the authenticity of the 
historical narrative is a foremost concern for historians.  
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Chapter One:  
 
The Gnosticism-Christianity Debate 
 
Contemporary revisionist scholars claim that findings from the Nag Hammadi 
texts necessitate a revisiting, and revision, of the history of Christianity since the 
texts provide revelations that challenge previously-held beliefs about the 
relationship between Gnosticism and Christianity. Scholars such as Mervin Meyer, 
author of The Gnostic Discoveries, and James M. Robinson, author of The Nag 
Hammadi Library, exemplify the general approach of contemporary scholars towards 
the Nag Hammadi texts. For example, Meyer argues that with the discovery of the 
Nag Hammadi texts, the ‘varieties of Christianity’ as we once understood them 
should now be re-examined and Robinson proposes that the Nag Hammadi 
discoveries have ushered in a time to ‘rewrite the history of Gnosticism, to 
understand what it was really about, and of course to pose new questions.’1 The 
approaches of Meyer and Robinson are close to those of Ehrman and Pagels who 
also suggest that the Nag Hammdi texts should lead us to simultaneously re-examine 
the history of Gnosticism and by extension, the history of Christianity. In The Gnostic 
Gospels, Pagels writes that 
[by] investigating the texts from Nag Hammadi, together with sources 
known for well over a thousand years from orthodox tradition, we can 
see how politics and religion coincide in the development of 
Christianity... In the process, we can gain a startlingly new perspective 
on the origins of Christianity.2 
Similarly, in her later publication, Beyond Belief, she postulates that events 
surrounding the exclusion of the Thomas Gospel—one of the Nag Hammadi texts—
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from the New Testament (NT) canon ‘obviously affect the way we understand our 
cultural history’ and have prompted her to shed presuppositions about Christian 
beginnings that she had ‘taken for granted.’3 For example, Pagels now questions the 
wisdom of assuming that ‘only one side can speak the truth’ in religion which 
according to her, occurs when Christians unquestioningly adopt Irenaeus’ view of 
controversy.4 
Ehrman also speaks of the revolutionary nature of the Nag Hammadi texts. 
He states that, following their discovery, we now have ‘hard evidence of other 
Christian groups in the ancient world that stood in sharp contrast with any kind of 
Christianity familiar to us today’—and these Christian groups were so ‘fundamentally 
different from anything in our experience’ that ‘almost nothing could have prepared 
us for them.’5 Subsequently, Ehrman believes that knowledge of these ‘lost’ 
Christianities and faiths should prompt us to consider how the orthodox Church 
unfairly ‘rewrote the history’ of its conflict with groups such as the Gnostics and, in 
doing so, created the illusion that its own views ‘had always been those of the 
majority of Christians at all times’.6  
The nature of the challenge of contemporary revisionist scholars to orthodox 
Christianity stems from two fundamental characteristics of the latter—first, it is 
monotheistic and second, it is scriptural, believing that ‘God has revealed himself 
and his purposes in a written text which can be read, studied, and applied by those 
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who believe in him.’7 The scriptural aspect of Christianity comprises a historical 
‘once-for-all-ness’ that ‘makes the reliability of the writings which purport to record 
this revelation a question of first-rate importance.’ 8 Thus, the orthodox Church 
distinguished between texts that it deemed to be legitimate and valid (orthodox) and 
those which it perceived to be illegitimate and invalid (heterodox or heretical). 
Crucially, only texts it recognised as orthodox were considered for inclusion, and 
were eventually included, in the NT canon. Texts associated with Gnosticism fell into 
the category of heterodox and heretical; and by arguing that Gnostic texts are, in 
fact, Christian texts that the orthodox Church wrongfully excluded from the Bible, 
revisionist scholars raise questions about the reliability and credibility of the Bible. 
The contestation between orthodoxy and heterodoxy mirrors the historian’s 
desire to distinguish between historical truth and fiction and this occurs on two 
levels. First, evangelical scholars see the Bible as a text that accurately depicts the 
history of Christianity and preserves ‘authentic historical memory’.9 Second, the 
perception that the Bible withstands the litmus test of historical veracity, in turn, 
necessitates that other texts which purport to be as valid and credible as the Bible 
are subjected to a ‘different kind of credibility *that+ sets the historical narrative 
apart from fiction.’10 In arguing for the need to revise the history of Christianity, 
revisionist scholars of Christianity essentially believe that the new materials provide 
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legitimate insights into the history of Christianity and validate Gnostic texts as 
historical narratives that are as valid and credible as the Bible. 
The significance of the Gnosticism-Christianity debate extends beyond the 
scholarly realm and could have potentially undesirable implications for the orthodox 
Church as an institution and orthodox Christianity as a religion. For revisionist 
scholars, the reinterpretation of the history of Christianity is imperative if we are to 
reverse an unfair victory that saw the orthodox Church unjustly castigating 
Gnosticism as heresy. Consequently, evangelical scholars (most of whom are 
orthodox Christians), and orthodox Christians in general, find it a cause for concern if 
revisionist scholars are able to define what orthodoxy/historical truth is and what 
heterodoxy/fiction is. If revisionist scholars are right, it potentially undermines the 
credibility of the orthodox Church because it means the orthodox Church was either 
wrong to label the Gnostic texts as heresies, or it intentionally suppressed them to 
preserve its position of power and authority in society.11 
One need not look further than the issue of the role of Jesus Christ to 
understand how the arguments of revisionist scholars potentially undermine the 
authority of the orthodox Church and the legitimacy of orthodox Christianity. By 
advocating that the Gnostic groups and their texts are ‘Christian’, these scholars 
support representations of Jesus Christ that deviate from that held by the orthodox 
Church as the definitive and authoritative version. While orthodox Christians firmly 
believe that Jesus Christ was telling the truth when he said that he was God’s son 
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and the only way to salvation,12 Gnosticism discounts the importance of Jesus 
because it embodies the belief that the way to salvation is through the revealed 
wisdom that God imparts to men through revelation.13 The Gnostic view that Jesus is 
a teacher who holds the knowledge to salvation rather than Jesus being the key to 
salvation cannot be reconciled with the orthodox Christian understanding of the role 
of Jesus. What emerges is a zero-sum game where either side, but not both, is 
correct. 
For evangelical scholars, and orthodox Christians in general, Jesus is a 
historical figure whose role and teachings are central to Christianity. Any possibility 
that the NT Jesus is not the authentic historical Jesus undermines the authority of 
the orthodox Church and the religion. C.S. Lewis vividly illustrates that a belief in 
Jesus’ power over death through his resurrection is the very foundation of orthodox 
Christianity: 
We are told that Christ was killed for us, that His death has washed 
out our sins, and that by dying He disabled death itself. That is the 
formula. That is Christianity. That is what has to be believed. Any 
theories we build up as to how Christ’s death did all this are, in my 
view, quite secondary: mere plans or diagrams to be left alone if they 
do not help us, and, even if they do help us, not to be confused with 
the thing itself.14 
Therefore, even if orthodox Christians might debate about how Jesus’ resurrection 
saved humankind from eternal death, these debates are entirely secondary to the 
unwavering conviction that it is historically accurate to say Jesus died and conquered 
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death for humankind because of his resurrection. In view of this, the orthodox 
Church believes in the biblical Jesus as an absolute, immutable truth that cannot 
entertain the diverse interpretations of Jesus as found in the Gnostic texts. 
One of the defining characteristics of the fifth phase of the scholarship of 
Gnosticism is its forceful push for the recognition of Gnosticism as one of the 
alternative ‘Christianities’ the orthodox Church wrongfully excluded during the 
canonisation process. Consequently, the Gnosticism-Christianity debate revolves 
around at least two main issues. The first issue is whether the canonisation process 
was a fair and legitimate one. If the canonisation process was an unfair and invalid 
one, it logically follows that the outcome of the process is questionable. Thus, the 
second main issue is whether Gnosticism was, in fact, one of several alternative 
‘Christianities’ which the orthodox Church wrongly marginalised in favour of what 
became ‘orthodox Christianity’.  
According to Michel Rolph-Trouillot, ‘*in+ history, power begins at the 
source’;15 and contemporary revisionist scholars will be inclined to agree with him 
for they believe that the Gnostic texts were unfairly excluded during the 
canonisation process which was instrumental in the production of the history of 
Christianity as we know it today. Conversely, evangelical Christian scholars maintain 
that the orthodox Church’s exclusion of Gnosticism was inherently legitimate and 
fair. Given the intellectual chasm that exists between the two groups of scholars, a 
discussion of the process of canonisation—a key process that led to the eventual 
exclusion of Gnostic texts from the Bible—is in order. 
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The term ‘canon’ derives from the root word ‘reed’ and came to mean 
‘standard’; the third-century Church Father, Origen, would use the word ‘canon’ to 
denote ‘the standard by which we are to measure and evaluate.’16 For orthodox 
Christians, the canon is a tangible manifestation of their desire to demarcate what is 
orthodox and what is heterodoxy/heresy with the use of texts. This contestation 
between orthodoxy and heterodoxy/heresy mirrors the historian’s desire to 
distinguish between historical truth and fiction. In addition, the demarcation is 
significant because, according to Ehrman, ‘*the+ battle for converts, was in some 
ways, the battle over texts’ and the orthodox Christians ‘won the former battle by 
winning the latter.’17  
The orthodox Church’s embarkation upon the process of canonisation 
demonstrates how ‘for reasons that are themselves historical, collectivities 
experience the need to impose a test of credibility on certain events and narratives 
because it matters to them whether these events are true or false, whether these 
stories are fact or fiction.’18 The orthodox Church’s main motivation for canonisation 
stemmed from the rise of competing groups which either disputed the authority of 
certain books or offered additional literature as authoritative Scripture.19 Compiling 
a canon list assumed greater importance for the orthodox Church after Marcion, 
whom the orthodox Church regarded as a heretic, compiled his own canon list 
around 140 A.D..20 Within a historical climate where alternative interpretations of 
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Christianity began to appear, it became necessary for the orthodox Church to 
distinguish between texts that accurately represented Christian doctrine and those 
which did not. 
If revisionist scholars can cast doubt on the consistency and fairness of the 
canonisation process, it is a matter of concern for orthodox Christians as such a 
move concurrently increases the legitimacy of Gnostic texts while undermining the 
Bible’s. It would mean that the test of credibility that the orthodox Church imposed 
upon the existing texts was erroneous and its outcome is questionable. 
Subsequently, it would indeed be necessary to do as revisionist scholars suggest—to 
revise the history of Christianity in order to gain a more accurate and authentic view 
of the past. 
Both Pagels and Ehrman cast doubt on how orthodox Christians utilised texts 
to differentiate between orthodoxy and heterodoxy/heresy. For Pagels, one of the 
most important outcomes of the establishment of a fixed doctrine was not the 
triumph of truth over falsehood but rather, how ‘it legitimized a hierarchy of persons 
through whose authority all others must approach God.’21 Pagels’ repeated 
references to the political motivations and implications of the triumph of orthodoxy 
underline her implicit disapproval of the canonisation process. Specifically, she 
disputes the legitimacy of the canonization process because of her inherent belief 
that, rather than being an objective and fair exercise, it was a politically motivated 
move on the part of the orthodox Church that wrongfully excluded alternative 
‘Christianities’ to preserve the privileged and exclusive position of orthodox doctrine. 
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She believes that the NT canon, along with the Nicene creed and ecclesiastical 
hierarchy, enabled orthodox Christians to ‘invite potential converts to join an 
assembly that not only claimed to possess certain truth and to offer eternal salvation 
but had also become socially acceptable, even politically advantageous.’22 
Ehrman is far more explicit than Pagels in voicing his criticism over the 
canonisation process—he doubts it was valid to begin with: 
How could forgeries make it into the New Testament? Possibly it is 
better to reverse the question: Why shouldn’t forgeries have made it 
into the New Testament? Who was collecting the books? When did 
they do so? And how would they have known whether a book that 
claims to be written by Peter was actually written by Peter… So far as 
we know, none of these letters was included in a canon of sacred 
texts until decades after they were written, and the New Testament 
canon as a whole still had not reached final form for another two 
centuries after that. How would someone hundreds of years later 
know who had written these books?23 
Pagels disapproves of the NT canon because of its consequence—it 
wrongfully omits other texts such as those of the Gnostics due to political 
motivations—and Ehrman disapproves of it mainly because of its questionable 
method—he has little, if any faith in the canonisation process.24 Where the two 
scholars do converge is on the subject of purpose; both agree that the NT canon is a 
product of church politics, with the orthodox Church embarking upon canonisation 
(or doctrinal conformity) in order to establish its authority over other competing 
groups. In emphasising the politics behind canonisation, Pagels and Ehrman 
emphasise human agency over scriptural or doctrinal authority. Therefore, in arguing 
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that the Gnostics and other competing ‘Christian’ groups should have their views 
recognised or included in the Bible, they assume that the NT books are authoritative 
only because they are in the NT canon rather than being in the canon because they 
were considered authoritative on valid grounds.25  
Revisionist scholars fundamentally believe that the orthodox Christian 
position, far from being stable, was a vulnerable one and it is somewhat puzzling 
that it should have emerged as the dominant form of Christianity. For example, 
Pagels questions how the consensus of Christian churches not only accepted 
astonishing views—such as Jesus of Nazareth being born of a virgin mother and Jesus 
arising from his grave on the third day after being executed—but managed to 
establish them as the ‘only true form of Christian doctrine.’26 Ehrman considers the 
NT canon as one of the various ‘weapons’ that the orthodox Church used to silence 
the divergent beliefs of what he considers to be several important ‘Christian’ 
groups,27 thereby implying that orthodox Christians felt threatened and needed to 
quash the views of these other ‘Christian’ groups to preserve their position. These 
scholars fundamentally believe that the canonisation process stemmed not from 
orthodox Christians’ confidence in their doctrine and beliefs, but from their 
insecurity—primarily because of the very real possibility of the competing groups’ 
doctrines and beliefs triumphing over theirs.  
Evangelical scholars refute the claims of Pagels and Ehrman on the grounds 
that the authority of the biblical texts preceded the motivation of the orthodox 
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Church to adopt a set of processes to systematically exclude competing narratives 
and to eventually hold to the exclusive narrative that is found in the Bible. In other 
words, where Pagels and Ehrman see political motivations and the insecurity of the 
Church as key factors that led to the exclusion of alternative ‘Christian’ texts such as 
those belonging to the Gnostics, evangelical scholars believe that the unparalleled 
authenticity and accuracy of the biblical texts lie at the heart of this exclusion. Unlike 
Pagels and Ehrman who emphasise the human element in the canonisation process, 
evangelical Christian scholars disagree that the NT documents inherited an 
unwarranted status of authority when the orthodox triumphed in its political battle 
with other ‘Christian’ groups: 
One thing must be emphatically stated. The New Testament books did 
not become authoritative for the Church because they were formally 
included in the canonical list; on the contrary, the Church included 
them in her canon because she already regarded them as divinely 
inspired, recognizing their innate worth and generally apostolic 
authority, direct or indirect... what these [first ecclesiastical] councils 
did was not to impose something new upon the Christian 
communities but to codify what was already the general practice of 
these communities.28 
According to this view, the authority of the NT documents preceded the 
canonisation process. Therefore, the canon represents the reinforcement of an 
already established and recognised order rather than one that, as contemporary 
revisionist scholars believe, emerged triumphant after using the canon as a political 
weapon to quash its opponents. 
For evangelical scholars, the canon strengthens the historical credibility of 
the Bible as it shows that orthodox Christians had a set of established criteria they 
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used to distinguish between accurate doctrine (orthodoxy) and inaccurate ones 
(heterodoxy/heresy). In view of this, evangelical scholars argue that the omission of 
Gnostic texts from the Bible stems from how the former are less historically credible 
than the NT documents: 
[The] idea that the various noncanonical gospels are equally valid 
witnesses to Christian antiquity is deeply flawed. In terms of their 
dating, as much as their access to independent traditions and sources, 
some gospels really do carry more weight than others, and to use a 
term that has become controversial in the modern intellectual 
climate, some genuinely are more historical... Overall, the choice of 
canon was a much more rational process than alleged.29 
   While the canon did indeed increase the authority of the orthodox Church, 
evangelical scholars maintain it came about via a legitimate, and relatively lengthy 
process rather than a politically-charged and hasty one. Jenkins writes that the NT 
canon was ‘laboriously hammered out over a lengthy period’ rather than being, as 
recent popular presentations of Christian history imply, primarily the product of the 
‘whims’ of the Roman state.30 The Muratorian canon, which was likely composed in 
the latter part of the second century, was one of the first canon lists belonging to the 
orthodox Church and following a period of debate about and consideration of the 
available ‘Christian’ texts, the Christian canon was ‘effectively closed’ in 393 AD 
when Augustine became involved in the canonisation process.31 In addition, despite 
the relatively lengthy gap between the time when the first canon lists appeared and 
when the Christian canon was finalised, evangelical scholars believe that the main 
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core of the NT canon was already accepted by the end of the first century and 
subsequent disputes about the canon remained fairly localised.32  
 Given how revisionist scholars and evangelical scholars disagree on the 
validity of the canonisation process, it is unsurprising that some of them also 
disagree on whether Gnosticism is an alternative ‘Christianity’ that the orthodox 
Church unfairly denounced as heresy. Both Pagels and Ehrman agree that Gnosticism 
was ‘Christian’ from its inception but it is unlikely that early orthodox Christians 
would have agreed with such a view. For example, Irenaeus deemed the Judas 
Gospel unsuitable for inclusion in the NT because its ‘Gnostic allegory, symbolic 
associations between Gospel narrative and Gnostic myth, as well as deconstruction 
of the Biblical text are all anathema.’33 Conversely, Pagels uses the term ‘Gnostic 
Christians’ and assumes that it is unproblematic to classify the Gnostics and their 
scriptures as ‘Christian’.  She sees orthodox Church doctrine as an inherently political 
tool that the Church used to legitimise the exclusive leadership of those such as the 
apostle Peter at the expense of the ‘Gnostic Christians’.34 
Pagels maintains that Gnostic texts should be seen as ‘Christian’. In 
commenting on the Gospel of Thomas—widely recognised as a Gnostic document 
within the Nag Hammadi discoveries—she writes that 
the discovery of Thomas’s gospel shows us that other early Christians 
held quite different understandings of ‘the gospel’... Many Christians 
today who read the Gospel of Thomas assume at first that it is simply 
wrong, and deservedly called heretical. Yet what Christians have 
disparagingly called gnostic and heretical sometimes turn out to be 
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forms of Christian teaching that are merely unfamiliar to us—
unfamiliar precisely because of the active and successful opposition of 
Christians such as John.35 
By the end of her book, Pagels concludes that Christian orthodoxy has no faith in our 
ability to distinguish truth from lies, genuine from disingenuous; and the early 
Church’s subsequent insistence on deciding for us has, in turn, led to many of us 
being clouded in self-deception as we ‘gladly accept what tradition teaches us.’36 
 Ehrman also believes that the orthodox Christian position is an overly narrow 
one and he stresses the diversity of early Christianity: 
The wide diversity of early Christianity may be seen above all in the 
theological beliefs embraced by people who understood themselves 
to be followers of Jesus. In the second and third centuries there were, 
of course, Christians who believed in one God. But there were others 
who insisted that there were two. Some said there were thirty. Others 
claimed there were 365.37 
Evidently, Ehrman sees no contradiction in categorising the wide variety of divergent 
theological beliefs as ‘Christian’. In fact, Ehrman—more so than Pagels—considers a 
wide range of groups to be ‘Christian’. While Pagels focused mainly on Gnostic 
groups, Ehrman, in Lost Christianities, discusses the ‘widely disparate beliefs of 
several important groups: the Jewish-Christian Ebionites, the anti-Jewish 
Marcionites, and a variety of groups called “Gnostic”.’38 Significantly, the fact that 
orthodox Christians have traditionally classified these groups as ‘heresies’ of one 
kind or another has not deterred Ehrman from referring to them as ‘lost 
Christianities’. 
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If the alternative texts and theologies that did not make it into the NT are 
indeed ‘Christian’, historians would need to recognise that  
it is over-simplified to say that these alternative theologies are 
aberrations because they are not represented in the New Testament. 
For the New Testament itself is the collection of books that emerged 
from the conflict, the group of books advocated by the side of the 
disputes that eventually established itself as dominant and handed 
the books down to posterity as ‘the’ Christian Scriptures.39 
Ehrman’s deep conviction that orthodox Christians were wrong to exclude 
alternative theologies and texts leads him to label orthodox Christians (or the ‘proto-
orthodox Christians’ as he calls them) as being intolerant. Furthermore, he states 
that the ‘intolerance’ the orthodox Christians displayed towards other ‘Christian’ 
groups amounts to a ‘kind of religious intolerance *that+ might itself seem intolerable 
to us today.’40 
In contrast with Pagels’ and Ehrman’s views, evangelical Christian scholars 
disagree that Gnosticism is an ‘alternative Christianity’ that the orthodox Church 
unjustly rejected. While some Gnostics saw themselves as Christians, orthodox 
Christians firmly rejected, and continue to reject, such a view. Evangelical scholars 
believe that the efforts of Irenaeus and other anti-Gnostic writers to refute this 
connection demonstrate how orthodox Christians wished to distance themselves 
from the Gnostics lest the Gnostics misled orthodox Christians into subscribing to a 
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different kind of faith, worshipping a different kind of god, thereby resulting in a 
different lifestyle.41  
Evangelical scholars believe that Gnosticism lacked two key dynamics that 
characterised orthodox Christianity—the importance of instruction by tradition and a 
missionary link between communities. These scholars believe that the orthodox 
Christians, unlike the Gnostics, were tradition-oriented and ‘appealed to what had 
been passed on orally to them as teaching.’ In addition, they believe that the 
orthodox Christians differed from Gnostics in that the earliest Church linked 
communities together by virtue of its missionary nature and this gave early 
Christians a basic identity.42 Therefore, for them, there is no possibility that 
Gnosticism was an ‘alternative Christianity’ to begin with since it lacked orthodox 
Christianity’s fundamental qualities of instruction by tradition and a missionary link 
between communities. Significantly, while the evangelical scholars’ criteria for 
rejecting Gnosticism as an ‘alternative Christianity’ here appears less objective than 
their arguments for canonisation based on orthodoxy, these criteria are nevertheless 
consistent with the fact that these scholars maintain there are clear criteria which 
legitimately distinguish Christianity from Gnosticism. 
Evangelical scholars are also sceptical that the Nag Hammadi texts provide an 
accurate lens for us to understand the history of Christianity. They believe it is 
historically inaccurate to suggest that the Nag Hammadi documents were 
contemporary with the original texts which became the NT canon: 
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The idea that [the Nag Hammadi] documents have opened a window 
on the earliest days of Christianity stands or falls on whether they 
were written at a primitive stage in that story, and much depends on 
determining the dates at which these texts were written. The 
scholarly literature offers a very broad range of datings for these 
texts, but the consensus is that most of the works found at Nag 
Hammadi belong to the late second and third centuries. This is much 
later than the canonical gospels, on which the Gnostic works can be 
shown to depend. While the Gnostic texts are ancient, their value as 
independent sources of information is questionable, so that the 
canonical gospels really are both more ancient and authoritative than 
virtually all their rivals.43 
For example, Tom Wright concluded that the inability of the Judas Gospel to give us 
access to the ‘genuine historical *figures+’ of Jesus of Nazareth and Judas Iscariot 
made its discovery akin to ‘finding a document which purports to be an account of 
Napoleon discussing tactics with his senior officers, but which has them talking about 
nuclear submarines and B-52 bombers.’44 
 Conversely, revisionist scholars find it unproblematic to utilise the Nag 
Hammadi texts to gain insights into the history of early Christianity. For example, 
they believe that even if the Judas Gospel might not present any historical 
information about Jesus or Judas, it ‘gives us more reliable information about what 
was happening in the lives of *Jesus’+ followers in the decades after his death and 
therefore, is ‘tremendously important’ for understanding the early history of 
Christianity’.45 For revisionist scholars, the Judas Gospel is historically credible 
because there is evidence of conflict among the different ‘Christian’ groups and its 
exclusion from the NT stems from the hegemonic hold of the dominant group (the 
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orthodox Church) which emerged victorious from this conflict rather than the 
inaccuracy of its narrative. 
 The doubts and objections of evangelical scholars have done little to derail 
the strong momentum of the ideas put forth by revisionist scholars of Christianity.  
Even if one believes that revisionist scholars are biased against Christian orthodoxy,46 
it does not preclude their usefulness because even instances of bias are themselves 
likely to be historically significant.47 In this instance, the popularity of the views of 
revisionist scholars provides insights into our present-day society that has accepted 
and continues to sustain the legitimacy of these views.  
 When debates surrounding The Da Vinci Code and the Judas Gospel emerged, 
historians were not the only ones who weighed in with their views—the media and 
the public were also active participants in the discussion. Historians were typically 
concerned with issues such as the historical accuracy of the ‘facts’ in The Da Vinci 
Code and the authenticity of the alternative ‘Christian’ historical narrative that the 
Judas Gospel proposed. The media and the public focused less on the validity of the 
historical narratives in the two texts and instead focused more on a separate albeit 
related debate that revolved around whether these two texts indeed revealed that 
the orthodox Church had concealed truths and in the process, wrongfully denied the 
legitimacy of the Gnosticism as an alternative ‘Christian’ religion. It is salient that The 
Da Vinci Code, a novel—as opposed to a historical document, such as the Judas 
Gospel—managed to garner the publicity and generate the debates it did. This 
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reflects how there are multiple actors who participate in the production of history 
and many sites where that production may occur because other than professional 
historians, 
we discover artisans of different kinds, unpaid or unrecognized field 
laborers who augment, deflect, or reorganize the work of the 
professionals as politicians, students, fiction writers, filmmakers, and 
participating members of the public. In so doing, we gain a more 
complex view of academic history itself, since we do not consider 
professional historians the sole participants in its production.48 
Significantly, the influential roles of the media and the public in the 
Gnosticism-Christianity debate have at least a two-fold significance: they suggest an 
increased pervasiveness of the media in present-day society and an intellectual 
environment that has made society more open to theories of alternative 
‘Christianities’ than it previously was. 
 The prominence of a Gnostic text such as the Judas Gospel is best understood 
within a historical context where a wave of media attention cast the spotlight on 
books that proposed alternative versions of Christianity—one in which The Da Vinci 
Code played a central role.49 By the time the Judas Gospel emerged, the ordinary 
reader had long grown accustomed to ‘conspiracy theories, “secret gospels”, “lost 
sources” and a host of similar things’ which challenged the views of orthodox 
Christianity.50 Thus, the pervasiveness of the media and the public’s hunger for 
theories of alternative ‘Christianities’ have combined to produce a situation where 
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the former is better able to disseminate these theories to its audience and the latter 
eagerly anticipate, and welcome, the increased coverage of alternative 
‘Christianities’. The media, upon recognising a general profitable market firmly 
interested in alternative ‘Christianities’ have for almost half a century, 
demonstrated a powerful if undiscriminating hunger for the latest 
critical claims and theories about the real Jesus and the hidden 
gospels. They generally accept radical interpretations of Christian 
origins as the most influential, and indeed as irrefutably correct. In 
addition to the news media, major publishers demonstrate a 
consistent taste for controversial and would-be subversive 
materials...51 
Far from being the isolated work of the media’s increased coverage of 
alternative ‘Christianities’, the pervasiveness of post-modern thought in present-day 
society has also reinforced the validity and popularity of the views of revisionist 
scholars. Post-modernists reject the idea that any one viewpoint could be universal 
and advocate dropping the notion of a unified and usually omniscient viewpoint in 
favour of diverse viewpoints that, in their opinion, would give better representation 
to gender, race, ethnicity, and other distinctions.52  In recent times, the academic 
world has demonstrated a ‘widespread sympathy for postmodern approaches’,53 and 
this inclination towards post-modern thought has permeated the public sphere. 
Therefore, it is unsurprising that some evangelical scholars believe that our post-
modern society has fed scepticism towards the Bible and its portrayal of 
Christianity.54 In the next chapter, we will look at how, in addition to the changes in 
the media and the rise of post-modern thought in society, religious trends in America 
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and the rise/revival of alternative religions have combined to provide a powerful 





Chapter Two:  
 
The Intellectual and Cultural Context for  
Public and Media Receptivity toward Gnosticism 
 
 
Revisionist scholars firmly believe that the Gnostic texts in the Nag Hammadi 
discoveries constitute important ‘Christian’ sources that are as legitimate and 
important as those that orthodox Christians sanction over other alternative 
‘Christian’ texts. For example, Pagels has even stated that had she written The 
Gnostic Gospels in 2004 instead of 1979, she would have changed its title because 
the word, ‘gnostic’ is associated with heretical teaching and while further research 
has led her to believe that orthodox Christians need to give greater credence to 
Gnostic texts such as the Thomas Gospel.1  In addition, the popularity of Pagels and 
her views are evident: The Gnostic Gospels sold nearly 400,000 copies and it won her 
the National Book Award and the National Book Critics Circle Award;2 and her later 
book Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas became a national bestseller. Thus, 
the importance that revisionist scholars attach to the Nag Hammadi discoveries has 
met with widespread public approval.  
While revisionist scholars are interested in how the Gnostic texts affect our 
understanding of the history of Christianity, the general public is more interested in 
theories of alternative ‘Christianities’ and spiritualities that serve to complement, 
and even replace, orthodox views of Christianity. I believe that two developments in 
particular created a more conducive and intellectual and cultural context for public 
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and media receptivity toward Gnosticism. The first trend is the popularity of 
scholarship promoting non-orthodox views of Jesus such as the Jesus Seminar, which 
this thesis will discuss in more detail later. The second involves greater public and 
media interest and receptivity towards ‘alternative spiritualities’ and alternative 
‘Christianities’ heightened by the media’s ability to better propagate these to a wider 
audience. 
In line with the first main development, the scholarly realm has shown itself 
to be largely receptive toward positions which advocate the diverse beliefs and 
interpretations of the Gnostics over the exclusive and unitary ones of Christianity. 
Revisionist scholars have given greater weight and sanction to the multiplicity of 
‘truths’ found in Gnosticism while concurrently urging a move away from the notion 
of absolute ‘truth’ deeply embedded in orthodox Christianity. For example, King 
argues that we need to discard the notion that ‘truth (“orthodoxy”) is characterized 
by unity, uniformity, and unanimity and falsehood (“heresy”) by division, 
multiformity and diversity’ because Christianity, contrary to what orthodox 
Christians believe, is diverse and multiform.3 
The renewed vigour in the quest to arrive at the ‘historical Jesus’ and the 
founding of the Jesus Seminar in 1985 is the latest stage in a long-term process of 
scholarly rejection of the Bible as an all-encompassing and accurate representation 
of the history of Christianity. One of the earliest efforts to pinpoint Jesus’ role in the 
Bible began in 1906 when Albert Schweitzer published The Quest for the Historical 
Jesus where he traced the history of the nineteenth century attempt to find the 
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‘historical Jesus’ and concluded that the real Jesus ‘was a fanatical, apocalyptic figure 
who had looked for the imminent end of the world.’4  
The initial search for the historical Jesus stemmed from scholars believing 
that the NT depiction of Jesus was not a definitive one that excluded any alternative 
depictions. Thus, by embarking on a search for the ‘historical Jesus’, these scholars 
imply that the Jesus of the NT is not historical and consequently, there is a need to 
look at, for example, Gnostic sources to determine who Jesus was. Robert Funk, co-
founder of the Jesus Seminar, believes the renewed search for the ‘historical Jesus’ is 
imperative if we are to overturn the ‘rape of history for apologetic purposes 
conducted by Bible scholars and theologians’.5 He also believes that critics of the 
Jesus Seminar are wrong to view the NT Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke as 
reliable historical sources and insists that the Seminar’s use of extra-biblical sources 
such as the Thomas Gospel is unproblematic in an attempt to re-construct the 
‘historical Jesus’.6 Critically, the Jesus Seminar scholars look to these alternative 
‘Christian’ texts to reconstruct the history of Christianity because they reject the 
view that the canonical Gospels accurately represent Jesus’ actual sayings and 
engage in extensive word-by-word deconstruction of the canonical Gospel texts. 
Despite the inclusion of texts such as the Thomas Gospel—which the 
orthodox Church views as extra-biblical—participants in the Jesus Seminar such as 
Marcus J. Borg maintain that there is ‘no intrinsic incompatibility between taking the 
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results of the Jesus Seminar seriously and being a Christian.’7 Upon analyzing the 
Thomas Gospel, the Jesus Seminar eventually concluded that the text challenged the 
orthodox Church’s views on what Jesus spoke about regarding the end of the world 
and consequently, the orthodox Church must be mistaken in its views.8 It is therefore 
evident that the Jesus Seminar’s reliance on extra-biblical texts leans towards a more 
liberal view of orthodoxy to the extent that texts such as the Thomas Gospel are now 
being used to undermine the accuracy of the orthodox Church’s beliefs on what 
Jesus said. In view of this, it is understandable that alternative ‘Christian’ texts have 
gained greater legitimacy in recent times. 
The Jesus Seminar aims to persuade the public to rethink perceptions about 
Jesus by providing an alternative to the ‘unchallenged fundamentalist assumptions 
that pervade American discourse about the Bible,’9 and, in doing so, it has fuelled 
greater interest in alternative ‘Christianities’ such as Gnosticism. The popularity of a 
report on the first phase of its work, The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic 
Words of Jesus, demonstrates how well-received texts belonging to alternative 
‘Christianities’ were—the fifth Gospel refers to the Gnostic text, the Thomas Gospel. 
The New York Times Book Review in January 1994 lauded The Five Gospels as a major 
work that would forever change how people viewed Jesus and the book was also 
listed in Publishers Weekly Religion Bestsellers for nine months. In addition, the Jesus 
Seminar upholds a view of history that exhibits post-modern thought in at least two 
ways. Firstly, it works on the premise that there are no absolute certainties in history 
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and secondly, it holds that since all history is reconstruction, events of the past are 
gone forever and the ‘historical Jesus’, therefore, is only a mental construct and not 
the same as the ‘real’ Jesus.10 
‘Culture Wars’: The Gradual ‘De-Christianization of America’ 
In the public sphere, there has been a general move away from orthodox 
Christianity and an increased interest in ‘alternative spiritualities’—of which 
alternative ‘Christianities’ such as Gnosticism are a subset. The ‘culture wars’ that 
saw an increasingly liberal American public at odds with orthodox Christianity 
illustrate how the ‘moral de-Christianisation’ of American society also led Americans 
to more receptive towards alternative spiritualities and, by extension, Gnosticism. 
The cases involving Bible-reading and prayer in public schools, the decision for the 
Wade versus Roe case involving the right to abortion, and the homosexuality debate 
are three prisms that illumine how the ‘moral de-Christianisation’ has, in turn, made 
the American public more congenial towards the views of revisionist scholars.  
 One of the first key issues that emerged in the ‘culture wars’ in America was 
that of Bible-reading and prayer in public schools—practices that were previously 
accepted and relatively uncontroversial. In the span of three cases—Engel vs. Vitale 
(1962), School District of Abington Township versus Schempp (1963) and Murray 
versus Curlett (1963)—the Supreme Court effectively overturned the prayer and 
Bible laws in two states and, implicitly, in the rest of America. Subsequently, Bible-
reading and prayer in public schools were no longer acceptable as the Supreme 
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Court deemed these acts unconstitutional on the basis that they breached the 
constitutional separation between the Church and the State. 11 
 Another prominent issue that arose during the ‘culture wars’ is that of Wade 
versus Roe, arguably the most high-profile court case that exemplifies the 
increasingly post-modern perspective of American society. In Wade versus Roe, the 
Supreme Court legalised abortion, an act that contravenes orthodox Christian views 
on the sanctity of life. In response to this decision, the prominent publication 
Christianity Today labelled the court decision as contravening the moral teachings of 
Christianity and stated that, in doing so, it had clearly chosen ‘paganism’ over 
Christianity.12 The accuracy of the comments in Christianity Today notwithstanding, 
its strong response to the Supreme Court’s decision evinces the increasing tension 
between orthodox Christians and an increasingly liberal American society. 
 The ‘moral de-Christianisation’ of America carried into the 1990s when 
homosexuality emerged as a powerful force that challenged orthodox Christian 
views on sexuality and morality. As the homosexual movement gained momentum in 
the 1980s and 1990s, a second-generation of more-radical gay theologians began to 
write a ‘defiant brand of liberation theology’, with radical ‘queer theologian’ Robert 
Goss even insisting that if Jesus Christ had not been homosexual, the gospel message 
of Christianity was no longer good news and was, in fact, oppressive for 
homosexuals.13 Despite homosexual theologians and revisionist scholars advocating 
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different causes, there is a common and significant point of convergence: neither 
group is averse to a reinterpretation of the scripture that orthodox Christians deem 
closed to alternative interpretations. 
The New Age movement is another influential force in recent history that 
endorses ‘alternative spiritualities’ and, by extension, alternative ‘Christianities’ such 
as Gnosticism. With roots that have been traced back to the emergence of 
Theosophical Society in the second half of the nineteenth century, the New Age 
movement emerged as a social and spiritual movement in the 1960s and became a 
significant force in Western culture in the 1980s. Central to the New Age movement 
is the assumption that there is something amiss with the world as we know it. 
Significantly, the movement criticises organised religion for over-regulating and 
stifling human attempts at spirituality. In addition, it advocates personal and private 
experiences of spirituality over explicit statements of belief.14 Thus, the New Age 
Movement can be understood as a phenomenon that points people away from 
orthodox Christianity and towards alternative ‘Christianities’. 
The New Age movement’s emergence during the 1960s came at a time where 
much of America was experimenting with forms of religion other than Christianity 
and it popularised a wide range of beliefs and practices, especially those from Asia. 
Changes in communication media brought the Vietnam War and previously 
unfamiliar Southeast Asian cultures into American living rooms and, this exposure 
coupled with monumental events such as the first moon landing in 1969, ‘affected a 
generation of young people who responded to the times by joining a diverse range 
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of religious movements, including Neopagan and New Age.’15 Significantly, 
Gnosticism is one of the wide spectrum of ‘spiritualities’ that New Agers endorse. 
Scholars and proponents of the New Age movement recognise that there are 
similarities between Gnosticism and the New Age such as the promise of salvation by 
knowledge and religious syncretism.16 
 As many current and credible New Age conceptions are rooted in Gnosticism, 
New Age believers endorse a range of views that parallel those of revisionist scholars 
and run counter to the orthodox Christian perspective of the history of Christianity. 
Even New Agers themselves relate the New Age to a form of Neo-Gnosticism and 
both Gnostics and New Agers, unlike orthodox Christians, believe that 
transformation—the ‘New Age equivalent of salvation’—comes through gnosis or 
knowledge instead of the death of Jesus Christ on the cross.17 In addition, New Agers 
endorse a range of beliefs that are antithetical to the orthodox Christian 
understanding of the history of Christianity. These include: the belief that the Nag 
Hammadi texts represent the original message of a Gnostic Jesus that only became 
‘heretical’ because of a manipulative church hierarchy; sanctioning the validity of a 
Tibetan document, published at the turn of the century by a Russian journalist, that 
supposedly reveals ‘the lost years of Jesus’ (between ages thirteen and twenty-nine) 
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when Jesus studied, travelled, and taught in the mystic East; and claiming the Dead 
Sea Scrolls show an ‘Essene Jesus’ that differs from the Jesus of the NT Gospels.18 
The views of revisionist scholars that New Agers uphold include the validity of 
‘hidden gospels’ and the deception allegedly practiced by the orthodox Church. 
While the New Age movement tends to reject Christianity in its institutionalised 
forms, New Age books confirm an interest in Buddhism, Hinduism, philosophical 
Taoism, western Sufism and neo-Paganism, but not in the Bible or the traditional 
Christian classics. One of the main things New Agers are interested in are the ‘hidden 
gospels’, and books such as Levi H. Dowling’s The Aquarian Gospel of Jesus the Christ 
(1985) and Holger Kersten’s Jesus Lived in India (1986) have been best-sellers.19 The 
popularity of these alternative lives of Jesus Christ is understandable since they 
purportedly provide readers with esoteric knowledge and information about Jesus 
that the Christian Church is oblivious to or, if Dan Brown is to be believed, wilfully 
withholds from the public. Thus, New Age interest in these alternative lives of Jesus 
not only reveals an attitude that is anti-establishment but also, coheres with the 
syncretistic blend of religions that New Agers firmly believe in—especially if it is 
plausible that Jesus may have had exchanges with Hindu and Buddhist sages.20 
 The increasing momentum the New Age movement gained from the 1980s 
onwards is indicative of a broader trend in American society—it represents a more 
liberal interpretation of, and a move away from, orthodox Christianity that resulted 
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in greater support for alternative ‘Christianities’ and ‘alternative spiritualities’ in the 
second half of the twentieth century. At a broader level, the New Age movement 
reflects the prevalence of post-modern thought through its support of multiple 
truths (as seen in the diverse beliefs of alternative ‘Christianities’) over that of a 
singular truth (as inherent within orthodox Christianity that holds there is one true 
and definitive Christian doctrine). 
While orthodox Christians believe that their portrayal of Jesus Christ, as the 
Son of God who became man to atone for sins of the world, is definitive and non-
negotiable, New Agers believe that there are other ways to view Jesus. A common 
view among New Agers is that the orthodox Christian view of Jesus stems from 
misunderstanding and spiritual immaturity. In addition, New Agers endorse a range 
of beliefs that embrace more fluid and liberal interpretations of who Jesus is, 
thereby running counter to the beliefs of orthodox Christians. These beliefs include 
the idea that Jesus may also be considered a Master, Guru, Yogi, Adept, Avatar, 
Shaman, Way-show-er or other terms of metaphysical endearment; and the notion 
that Jesus is not, as the orthodox Christians proclaim, the only Son of God for such a 
view would be too limiting and provincial.21 Thus, New Age beliefs and orthodox 
Christian doctrine are in direct conflict with each other, largely due to the former’s 
preference for a more fluid and liberal ‘truth’ and the latter’s insistence on a more 
fixed and singular one.  
It is important that we do not equate an apparent shift away from orthodox 
Christianity within American society with an overall decline in interest in religion. 
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Statistics show that the American public’s interest in religion has not waned. For 
example, between 1993 and 1998 alone, American sales of books about religion 
increased sixteen percent and were approximately double the overall growth for all 
trade books in the same period.22 Therefore, it is not that Americans have become 
entirely disinterested in religion. Rather, they have shown a greater inclination 
towards religions that are personal and more liberal and an increasing aversion 
towards those, such as orthodox Christianity, that are institutional and have a more 
defined set of beliefs and doctrines. 
In emphasising the importance of self-spirituality over organised religion, the 
New Age movement has contributed to the situation whereby many Americans 
increasingly see it as possible to be spiritual without being religious. New Agers tend 
to emphasise the self over external authority and, for them, the abundance of 
information on the Internet and bookstores has seemingly rendered it unnecessary 
to rely on religious elders. In addition, New Agers prefer newness, creativity, and 
imagination to tradition, creed, established doctrine, and institutionalised religion. 
Subsequently, they search for alternatives to the gods (or God) whom they were 
raised with and look to Asian and Native American religions or distant galaxies while 
claiming that spiritual beings from other cultures are more accessible than the god of 
Western monotheistic religions.23  
The emphasis of spirituality over religion and the conviction that a search for 
spirituality should occur outside, and independent, of organised religion have fuelled 
interest in ‘alternative spiritualities’ and alternative ‘Christianities’. These 
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alternatives deviate from organised religions such as orthodox Christianity where 
one has to submit to an established authority—the Church and its leaders. Philip 
Jenkins, for example, believes that an obvious appeal of Gnosticism for modern 
seekers, who are interested in spirituality without the trappings of organised religion 
or dogma, is the individualistic quality of texts such as the Thomas Gospel, where 
Jesus is a wisdom teacher whose knowledge we can discover and claim for ourselves. 
As the divide between being ‘spiritual’ and being ‘religious’ seems to have increased 
in the post-modern society, some have labelled the eclectic beliefs of modern 
seekers as ‘flexodoxy,’ or flexible orthodoxy—a term that encapsulates the 
increasingly prevalent preference for a more liberal form of ‘truth’ to a more definite 
one.24 
Increased Media Receptivity to ‘Alternative Spiritualities’ 
A concurrent development, which complemented the ‘moral de-
Christianization of America’ and revealed an intellectual and cultural context that 
was more receptive to Gnosticism, was the intensification of media interest in 
‘alternative spiritualities’ such as the New Age movement. By the mid- to late 1980s, 
the secular news media’s increased coverage of the New Age made it something of a 
household word. In particular, two events in 1987 contributed to this. The first was 
Time’s feature article on the New Age and the second was the media publicity given 
to the Harmonic Convergence, a New Age concept rooted in astrology, that 
eventually made this concept well known to the public. Subsequently, the popularity 
of the New Age movement increased significantly as celebrities embraced it, 
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business corporations enrolled their employees in New Age seminars, and New Age 
books sold well. Media coverage of New Age practices such as channelling spirits 
through mediums and shamanism also popularised these practices and enabled the 
New Age movement to become a mainstay in American pop culture.25 In view of this, 
it is not difficult to see why Americans became more receptive to alternative 
‘Christianities’ such as Gnosticism and the ‘hidden gospels’ since they had already 
been exposed to New Age ideas that showed a greater inclination to Gnosticism as 
opposed to orthodox Christian beliefs.  
The media has both fed off and contributed to the move away from orthodox 
Christianity and the greater interest in Gnosticism.  An Internet search on topics such 
as The Judas Gospel, the Gnostic gospels, and The Da Vinci Code today yields a 
substantial number of media-related articles—a testament to the popularity of such 
topics and their simultaneous popularisation by the media. The mass media has 
played a part in intensifying the cynicism and accelerating the distrust towards 
orthodox Christian views of Jesus Christ. The generous attention the media afforded 
these alternative ‘Christian’ views hardly wavered through the decades: from 1955 
to 1970, the news media regularly offered headlines about ‘secret gospels’ such as 
the Thomas Gospel and the Dead Sea Scrolls; the late 1970s saw Pagels’ The Gnostic 
Gospels (1979) attract the respectful attention of all the major news media following 
the publication of the Nag Hammadi texts; and from 1985 onwards, the media began 
to give greater coverage to the Jesus Seminar.26 
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The Judas Gospel 
 The Judas Gospel, one of the most talked about Gnostic texts in recent times, 
is a leather-bound set of papyrus documents written in Coptic that was found during 
the 1970s near Beni Masah, Egypt. Significantly, the media acknowledged that the 
discovery of the Judas Gospel went beyond the uncovering of an ancient text and in 
fact, was important because it challenged the long-standing view of the orthodox 
Church that Judas’s act of betraying Jesus was an act to be condemned rather than 
one of heroic sacrifice as the Judas Gospel suggests. For example, one newspaper 
noted that the Judas Gospel portrayed Judas ‘not as a villain but as a hero and 
Christ’s favoured disciple’, an interpretation that led some sections of the Church to 
‘fear that it *would+ challenge many of Christianity’s most deeply held beliefs’ such 
that one Vatican scholar labelled it as ‘dangerous’.27 The media’s recognition of the 
challenge that the Judas Gospel’s alternative portrayal of Judas Iscariot ensured that 
the centrality of the Christianity-Gnosticism debate was not lost upon the public and 
this would in turn contribute to further debates among the media and public 
regarding the relationship between Gnosticism and Christianity in light of the 
discovery of the Judas Gospel. 
Such is the popularity of the Judas Gospel that coverage of it has stretched 
from America to even Malaysia where The Malay Mail reported its discovery. The 
Malay Mail describes the Judas Gospel as ‘a discovery that looks set to once again 
challenge one of the oldest religions in the world’ and states that it portrays Judas, 
contrary to what orthodox Christian believe, as the person who showed undying 
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loyalty to Jesus, even if it resulted in Jesus’ death.28 Significantly, the description of 
the Judas Gospel in The Malay Mail not only reveals how widespread the buzz 
surrounding its discovery is but also shows a consistent representation of it as a 
groundbreaking discovery that challenges the beliefs of orthodox Christians. 
Even though revisionist scholars themselves have recognised that Judas was 
not the author of this gospel, it has not stopped the media from championing it as a 
significant discovery that should prompt us to reconsider our understanding of 
orthodox Christianity. For example, in a special article that Pagels wrote on the Judas 
Gospel for the Chicago Sun-Times, the headline reads, ‘The Gospel of Judas: Jesus did 
not die for your sins; This long-hidden ancient text, says a leading biblical scholar, 
challenges the idea that God wanted Jesus to die.’ In addition, Pagels goes on, in the 
article, to write that both she and Karen King treat texts such as the Judas Gospel as 
‘another Christian gospel’ and contends that the orthodox Church condemned the 
Judas Gospel as blasphemy even though it was ‘an authentic early Christian 
document.’29 
 Ehrman’s work has proven equally popular with the media and his theories 
on alternative ‘Christianities’ have met with much acclaim. An article in The 
[Nacogdoches, Texas] Daily Sentinel echoes and propagates Ehrman’s views on the 
inherent diversity of early Christianity, a diversity that many orthodox Christians 
today are presumably ignorant of: 
Many Christians are surprised to learn that until 397 A.D. - almost four 
centuries after Christ - Christianity had no canonized (officially 
                                                          
28
 Terrina Hussein, ‘Found: The Gospel of Judas’, The Malay Mail, 18 April 2006.  
29
 Elaine Pagels, ‘The Gospel of Judas’, Chicago Sun-Times, 10 June 2007.  
53 
 
approved) New Testament, no real orthodoxy, no unified Christian 
belief. The earlier centuries of Christianity were a maze of contending 
theological battles and erudite civil wars struggling for the mind of the 
faith. Scores of strange books and exaggerated forgeries embraced by 
even stranger sects floated through the Christian congregations, all 
claiming divine inspiration. From our vantage of centuries-grounded 
orthodoxy, some of the doctrines of these earliest factions seem 
bizarre, indeed. Some sects believed that the world had not been 
created by God but by a lesser, ignorant deity; other groups 
maintained that Jesus was human but not divine, while others said he 
was divine but not human; still others claimed that there was not one 
God but two - some said 12, some even 30. And in many areas of the 
world these proto-orthodox believers were the original 
representatives of Christianity.30 
 The media and public view Ehrman as a prominent authority on Christianity; 
not only is he invited to give talks on his books at universities, he also gives 
interviews to radio stations on issues relating to Christianity. For example, in an 
interview with National Public Radio, the host introduces Ehrman as ‘a scholar of 
neglected and recently rediscovered Christian writings’ and describes his book, Lost 
Christianities, as an exploration of what non-canonical writings reveal about the 
various forms of Christian faith and practice in the second and third centuries.31 It is 
therefore understandable that Ehrman’s views on alternative ‘Christianities’ have 
had a significant impact on the public’s understanding and perception of orthodox 
Christianity. 
 While it is understandable that Pagels’ and Ehrman’s books have prompted 
people to reconsider their understandings of Christianity, given that they are 
scholars, it is both puzzling and significant that The Da Vinci Code, a fictional novel, 
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has managed to pose such a significant challenge to orthodox Christianity. The Da 
Vinci Code, Dan Brown’s fictional thriller that was first published in 2003, opens with 
a mysterious murder that later leads symbiologist Robert Langdon and Sophie 
Neveu, niece of the murdered victim on an adventure that involves a concurrent 
exploration of alternative religious history. One of the most significant propositions 
made by the book is the idea that Mary Magdalene was possibly married to Jesus—a 
‘truth’ the book claims that the orthodox Church covered up for fear that it would 
challenge the authority of the male apostle, Peter. As one newspaper noted, Brown 
‘peppers *The Da Vinci Code] with so much history [that] it would be easy for people 
to confuse realities’ and finds it ‘amazing’ that there was no ‘blast of outrage from 
the Christian community as there was when Martin Scorsese's version of “The Last 
Temptation of Christ” came out’ even though Brown’s book propagates a ‘variation 
on a centuries-old legend that Jesus survived the crucifixion and ran off to southern 
France to raise a family.’32 As with the Judas Gospel, the challenge that The Da Vinci 
Code poses to the orthodox Church—in this case, by proposing that Jesus’ marriage 
to Mary Magdalene is fact rather than just speculation—did not go unnoticed by the 
media. Consequently, the challenge that alternative ‘Christian’ theories, such as 
those found in Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, posed to the beliefs of the orthodox 
Church did not escape the public who developed a greater interest in alternative 
‘Christianities’ and spiritualities. 
Crucially, the media has again played a large part in popularising the theories 
on alternative ‘Christianities’ that are present in Dan Brown’s book. Significantly, 
even Ehrman has written a book to clarify that The Da Vinci Code is not historically 
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accurate.33 However, whether the book is historically reliable and dependable is 
inconsequential to the American public who have responded favourably to what The 
Da Vinci Code has to say about Christianity. As one journalist puts it: 
According to the most popular book in the country, Jesus was married 
to Mary Magdalene, they had a child, and their descendants wander 
among us today. And though Dan Brown’s ‘The Da Vinci Code’ is 
fiction, many are skimming the pages as if they are stop-the-presses 
fact. The twists and turns of this whodunit have spawned television 
specials, magazine articles and Internet blog sites. Christian publishers 
are preparing to release anti-Code books and churches are hosting 
seminars to counter its fictional allegations.34 
 The timing of the release of The Da Vinci Code coincided with a time when 
the American public was more receptive to conspiracy theories about the Catholic 
Church and, as a result, the media was happy to give extensive coverage to the book. 
When the book was released in 2003, the Catholic Church was embroiled in a sex 
scandal and this prompted the public to question what else it might be hiding.35 
Subsequently, the book rose to dizzying heights of popularity with more than forty 
million copies sold between 2003 and 2006, topping the New York Time Best-Seller 
List in the three years since it was published, and having a blockbuster movie based 
on it, starring Tom Hanks, released in 2006.36 
 Crucially, The Da Vinci Code has become immensely popular despite orthodox 
Christians, and even historians, opposing the theories and ‘facts’ espoused in the 
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book. Critics argue that Brown, despite asserting in the book’s preface that his work 
was based on facts, misrepresents the contents of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the 
purpose of the landmark Council of Nicaea.37 Another journalist notes that the book 
has ‘driven theologians mad and peeved art historians, because of the air of fact 
that’s implied’.38 Some have linked the book’s popularity with a current societal 
trend that sees spirituality as good and institutional religion as bad, with one 
professor of theology even suggesting that this trend is akin to the revival of old 
Gnosticism where people prefer individual truth to any kind of commitment to a God 
who speaks through texts such as the Bible.39 Thus, it is possible to see how the 
influence of post-modernism on the public and the media has allowed a fictional 
novel to become an authoritative source on the history of Christianity. 
 The Da Vinci Code was by no means the first to draw on Gnostic references 
and its popularity came after public exposure to other Gnostic gospels such as the 
Gospel of Philip, Gospel of Mary and the Thomas Gospel—all of which Brown draws 
on in his book. One of the most salient issues surrounding the influence and 
popularity of Brown’s fictional novel is its relevance to the contemporary issues; 
despite orthodox Christians rejecting the Gnostic gospels, the latter have found 
supporters in believers of mystical traditions (such as New Age), feminist Christians 
seeking evidence of women’s leadership roles in the early church and purveyors of 
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pop culture.40 In other words, The Da Vinci Code entered the public sphere at a time 
where the intellectual environment was extremely conducive for theories of 
alternative ‘Christianities’, thereby contributing to its tremendous success. 
 The popularity of The Da Vinci Code does not guarantee its status as a valid 
commentary on the history of early Christianity and when members of the public 
accept it as a valid historical source, it raises important questions for historians. In 
the next chapter, we will discuss how historiographical issues, such as whether 
historians can recover the ‘true’ past with the evidence at their disposal, figure 
prominently in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate. 
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Chapter Three:  
 
Reconstructionism and Deconstructionism  
in the Gnosticism-Christianity Debate 
 
In the previous chapter, I discussed developments in American society where 
the weakening of orthodox Christianity and the flourishing of alternative spiritualities 
have contributed to the public’s greater receptivity to theories and texts belonging 
to alternative ‘Christian’ groups. In this chapter, the focus is on a parallel 
development within the field of history, where the greater relativism that post-
modernists have applied to the concept of historical ‘truth’ has resulted in an 
academic environment that is less averse to the historical implications of the 
multiple ‘truths’ that alternative ‘Christian’ groups, such as the Gnostics, offer. 
The view of revisionist scholars that the Nag Hammadi library offers texts 
with multiple ‘truths’ that should reconfigure our understanding of the history of 
Christianity can be understood in the broader context of post-modernism becoming 
increasingly influential in the field of history. Pagels’ critically acclaimed The Gnostic 
Gospels (1979) received much scholarly and public attention at a time when scholars 
were becoming increasingly partial to post-modern ideas. By the late twentieth 
century, many historians had developed a new interest in form following the 
discussion of post-modernism and they became increasingly interested in 
discovering new ways of writing, especially micro-narratives and multiple points of 
view.1 Post-modernists endorse the idea that no single ‘truth’ can be superior to 
another ‘truth’, thus encouraging the acceptance of multiple ‘truths’ for any given 
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historical event. Thus, the post-modernist rejection of objective ‘truth’ results in a 
relativistic outlook that is suspicious of any ‘master narrative’, including the one 
belonging to the Christian tradition.2 
Critically, the more one believes that no single ‘truth’ can be superior to 
another, the more one is inclined to subscribe to the views of revisionist scholars 
that the multiple ‘truths’ in the Nag Hammadi library should prompt us to reconsider 
the history of Christianity. If it is indeed impossible for one version of the past to be 
superior to another, two important consequences follow. The first is that we must 
necessarily reject the view that the orthodox Church’s representation of the history 
of Christianity is more legitimate than the varying representations among the 
different Gnostic groups and literature. The second is that the incommensurable 
views of revisionist scholars and evangelical scholars are equally acceptable. Both 
consequences stem from the increased prevalence of post-modern thought in 
society and they are more favourable to the views of revisionist scholars than those 
of evangelical scholars. 
The question of whether one version of historical ‘truth’ can be superior to 
another entails three related issues. The first concerns whether historians are able to 
use the evidence at their disposal to provide an accurate representation of the past. 
The second is whether an objective historical ‘truth’ can exist. The third involves the 
distinction between historical ‘truth’ and fiction. Through the discussion of these 
three issues, it will be shown how the increased influence of post-modernism in 
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historiography has created an intellectual environment that is more receptive to the 
arguments of revisionist scholars.  
To frame the discussion, I find Alun Munslow’s categories of 
‘reconstructionist historians’ and ‘deconstructionist historians’ the most useful to 
classify the two main groups of historians involved in this historiographical debate. 
Reconstructionists construct historical explanations around the evidence and 
maintain a foundational belief in empiricism. In addition, they believe that ‘history is 
still about objective and forensic research into the sources, the reconstructing of the 
past as it actually happened, and the freedom of the whole process from ideological 
contamination and/or the linguistic a priorism of emplotment and troping.’3 In 
contrast, post-modernism is a central tenet of the deconstructionist approach to 
history and deconstructionists emphasise the relationship of form and content 
(sources and interpretations) over traditional empiricism. Deconstructionists 
generally view history and the past as ‘a complex series of literary products that 
derive their chains of meaning(s) or significations from the nature of narrative 
structure (or forms of representation) as much as from other culturally provided 
ideological factors.’4 Thus, they deem the probability of a historical narrative being a 
factual representation of events as relatively low because it is subject, and 
vulnerable, to a multiplicity of factors that obscure it from the ‘true’ past. These 
might include the historian’s personal experiences and biases, the intellectual 
environment s/he is writing under, and so on. 
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Reconstructionists, on the other hand, maintain that it is possible for the 
historian to arrive at an objective and factual representation of the past. Geoffrey 
Elton, for example, disagrees with philosophers who argue that there is no way of 
establishing truth in history and believes that such opinions ‘show some ignorance of 
the matter studied by the historical discipline and forget that the inability to know all 
the truth is not the same thing as total inability to know the truth.’5 In addition, he 
believes that historians do not create historical evidence—it is ‘simply the deposit of 
past happenings that still exist to be looked at’.6 Reconstructionists believe that the 
historian and the evidence are separate entities and this gap allows historians to 
determine the origins of meaning in the evidence.7  
Like reconstructionists, evangelical scholars are confident that the historian 
has sufficient distance from the evidence at hand to arrive at a factual and ‘true’ 
representation of the past. In addition, they concur with reconstructionists that an 
objective historical ‘truth’ can exist and that there is a greater distinction between 
historical ‘truth’ and fiction than deconstructionists believe. It is possible to see the 
position of evangelical scholars in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate as being very 
much rooted in reconstructionist principles and thus, it would not be inappropriate 
to classify them as ‘reconstructionists’.  
Evangelical scholars display an inherent belief in the ability of historians to 
uncover the past using the evidence at their disposal and the conclusion they reach 
is that the orthodox Church’s view of Christianity is more legitimate than those of 
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the various Gnostic texts and groups and that there is adequate evidence to show 
this. For example, Tom Wright writes that he is delighted about the Nag Hammadi 
discoveries because the more evidence we have, ‘the better we can do our history’.8 
Significantly, he believes that the biblical texts are more accurate representations of 
the history of early Christianity than Gnostic texts and that the latter’s weaknesses 
will be self-evident.  
On the issue of whether historians can use the evidence at hand to provide 
an accurate representation of the past, deconstructionists ask two related questions. 
The first is whether historians can discover the intentionality in the mind behind the 
source(s) and the second is how much we can rely on the historian’s 
contextualisation of events as a form of explanation—the second question being 
very much linked to the idea of whether there is an objective ‘truth’. For Roland 
Barthes, the importance of the historian is reduced because s/he is removed from 
the original meaning of the evidence by virtue of being more closely aligned with 
additional texts and ideological positions that are separate from the origins of the 
evidence. In addition, Hayden White cites the inevitable ideological dimension 
embedded in the interpretation of evidence as a major obstacle to historians 
providing a ‘true’ representation of the past.9 Evidently, the deconstructionist’s 
stand is that historians are unable to utilise evidence to successfully arrive at one 
‘true’ representation of the past because they cannot sufficiently discover the 
intentionality of the mind behind the original source(s). Thus, for deconstructionists, 
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it would also be unwise to follow the lead of reconstructionists in trusting the 
historian’s contextualisation of events as a form of explanation. 
If one subscribes to the belief of deconstructionists that the historian cannot 
discover the original intentionality behind the sources, this strengthens the 
argument of revisionist scholars on two levels. On the first level, it casts doubt on the 
ability of Church Fathers—and by extension orthodox Christians and evangelical 
scholars—to accurately reflect the views of the Gnostics. As the two groups were 
hostile towards each other, there is the belief that the bitter religious rivalry should 
make us ‘profoundly sceptical’ of the reliability of the Church Fathers’ writings as 
sources for understanding Gnosticism.10 However, it should be noted that the clear 
anti-Gnostic bias of the patristic writings does not automatically negate their 
usefulness in facilitating a better understanding of the Gnostics. One way to do this 
is to treat the patristic texts as theological treatises rather than historical and critical 
presentations: they contain ‘a whole range of authentic witnesses’ which should 
make them ‘important sources for the role of Gnosis in early Christianity.’11 While 
evangelical scholars recognise that the Church Fathers ‘overstated their own case 
and sometimes were inaccurate about what was taking place’, they maintain that 
the patristic views of their Gnostic opponents are generally accurate and stand 
corroborated by available sources.12 
On another level, the inability of orthodox Christians and evangelical scholars 
to uncover the intentionality behind Gnostic sources implies that we should avoid 
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accepting that the orthodox Christian view more accurately represents the history of 
Christianity than Gnostic sources do. This, in turn, facilitates a greater acceptance of 
the view of revisionist scholars that one should readily embrace the alternative 
‘Christian’ views of the Gnostic texts found at Nag Hammadi.The reduced faith in the 
ability of the author to uncover/recover the past is synonymous with the 
deconstructionist’s rejection of empiricism as a legitimate cornerstone of the 
historian’s enterprise. Deconstructionists do not believe that historians, through 
historical investigation, can offer a ‘peculiarly empiricist historical litmus test of 
knowledge’, but instead maintain that the past is only accessible to us through an 
approximation at best—a textual representation where the past is ‘translated’ into 
history.13 In addition, they contend that the evidence at the historian’s disposal is 
not past reality because our access to it comes through many intermediaries such as 
the gaps and silences within the sources.14  
Deconstructionist beliefs are evident in the arguments of revisionist scholars 
such as Ehrman and Pagels. Both doubt that the orthodox Christian understanding of 
the history of Christianity suffices as a lone narrative that can legitimately exclude 
the narratives of other ‘Christian’ groups such as the Gnostics. In addition, they cast 
doubt on the reliability and ‘truthfulness’ of orthodox Christian documents, and 
question their status as the foundation of our understanding of the history of early 
Christianity, because they believe that the early Church’s ideological agenda has led 
to a distortion of ‘truth’. Revisionist scholars display an overall tendency, like 
deconstructionists, to see the historical narrative as being closer to interpretation 
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than fact and consequently, they encourage the endorsement of multiple, viable 
‘truths’ over a phantom objective ‘truth’.  
Ehrman believes that the textual errors in original Christian manuscripts 
make it even more difficult for scholars to discover the original meanings and 
intentions behind these sources. He writes that one of the foremost questions that 
textual critics must deal with is the issue of how to get back to the text as the author 
first wrote it, given that available manuscripts are so full of mistakes.15 Ehrman’s 
view suggests that the difficulty historians face in deriving the original version of the 
text has an added implication in that a less-than-accurate version of the original text 
could adversely affect their ability to discover the intentionality behind orthodox 
Christian sources. In addition, scholars believe the textual inaccuracies in original 
Christian manuscripts reveal that the apostles did not personally write all of the NT 
documents but rather that they constitute pseudepigraphadocuments of unknown 
authorship falsely attributed to the apostles.  
From the perspective of revisionist scholars, the presence of pseudepigrapha 
in the NT raises questions about the veracity of the documents because if their 
authors are not the original authors, it is an apparent contradiction for scholars to 
identify apostolic letters as pseudepigrapha while declaring them as having a rightful 
place in the NT canon.16 Thus, the stand of revisionist scholars is that it would 
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arguably be wiser to embrace the ‘Christian’ views of the Gnostics rather than 
stubbornly hold to one view of orthodox Christianity that we cannot even fully 
ascertain to be accurate and true.  
 The opposition of deconstructionists to the idea of an objective truth is one 
that has shaken the foundations of history where the idea and ideal of ‘objectivity’ 
was  
the rock on which the [professional] [historical] venture was 
constituted, its continuing raison d’être. It has been the quality which 
the profession has prized and praised above all others—whether in 
historians or in their works. It has been the key term in defining 
progress in historical scholarship: moving ever closer to the objective 
truth about the past.17 
 
As post-modernism has become increasingly influential among historians, the 
significance of individual subjectivity in the writing of history has also gained 
reinforcement in recent years.18 Subsequently, the ability of the historian to use the 
evidence at hand to reconstruct the past is undermined. Deconstructionists believe 
historians are incapable of being objective about the past because they are severely 
constrained by the limitations of their respective intellectual worlds.19 
 The reconstructionist maintains that it is possible for historians to arrive at an 
objective historical ‘truth’: 
[The] [historian] cannot escape the first condition of his enterprise, 
which is that the matter he investigates has a dead reality 
                                                          
17
 Novick, That Noble Dream, p. 1. 
18
 Anna Green and Kathleen Troup, The Houses of History: A Critical Reader in Twentieth-Century 





independent of the enquiry. At some time, these things actually once 
happened, and it is now impossible to arrange them for the purposes 
of the experiment. It may well be true that, for one reason or another, 
exactly what happened, or when and how and why, cannot now be 
known... But this does not alter the fact that it is a knowledge of 
reality, of what did occur, not of something the student or observer 
has put together for study. Just because historical matter is in the 
past, is gone, irrecoverable and unrepeatable, its objective reality is 
guaranteed: it is beyond being altered for any purpose whatsoever... 
Anyone who approves the opinion that history is bunk does so 
because he prefers to ignore the reality of the past: but it is 
commandingly there, and the historian is not a free or purely wilful 
agent.20 
For the reconstructionists, the historian’s distance from the past and the original 
sources aids objectivity rather than hinders it. 
Unlike reconstructionists, deconstructionists believe that the historian’s 
intermediary role as interpreter negates the possibility of a historical narrative that is 
both factual and objective. From the deconstructionist viewpoint, the historical 
narrative can never accurately represent the past as it actually was and a primary 
reason for this is the historian’s bias, along with his/her imposed and contrived 
argument.21 Hayden White believes that ‘no given set of events attested by the 
historical record constitutes a story manifestly finished’ and in endowing the 
historical record with meaning, the historian—much like a poet or a novelist—
employs familiar types of configurations to make familiar to his/her reader what 
would otherwise remain ‘problematical and mysterious’.22 Consequently, the 
narrative is not a ‘neutral discursive form’—far from being purely rhetorical in 
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function, it is ideological in nature and constitutes ‘a distinct mode of experiencing 
and thinking about the world, its structures, and its processes.’23 
The distrust in the ability of historians to provide an accurate representation 
of the past is exacerbated if we believe that the possession of facts is in itself 
insufficient to enable a single, objective narrative to justifiably deny alternative 
viewpoints. In this age of post-modernism, facts are by no means objective and are 
secondary to the historian’s interpretation of them. If one subscribes to the belief 
that historians cannot interpret facts in a universal and univocal manner, facts 
become ‘ploys in the political battles for scholarly supremacy through interpretative 
warfare.’24 Thus, the inability of both evangelical scholars and revisionist scholars to 
unearth the intentionality behind the sources sustains the Gnosticism-Christianity 
debate. If either side could lay full claim to the original meaning of the original 
source(s), it would presumably gain the upper hand in this debate. In addition, as 
seen thus far, the post-modern environment has been more conducive towards the 
views of revisionist scholars than those of evangelical scholars.  
 The apparent manipulability of facts and/or sources lends weight to the 
argument of revisionist scholars that the Nag Hammadi discoveries should prompt us 
to revisit and revise the history of Christianity. Both Pagels and Ehrman believe that 
the path towards the canonisation of Christian scripture was not necessarily paved 
with good intentions. If we consider that the main motivation for compiling the NT 
canon arose from the early Church’s need to counteract competing groups which 
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challenged the views of orthodox Christians,25 there is presumably an overarching 
ideological agenda that casts doubt on the early Church’s refusal to accord NT 
scripture and Gnostic texts the same status as equally legitimate Christian sources. In 
other words, revisionist scholars imply the early Church’s exclusion of Gnostic texts 
stemmed more from a fear of losing out to other alternative ‘Christian’ groups in the 
battle for religious supremacy than a desire to protect the doctrinal integrity of 
Christianity.  
Pagels believes that, while historians have traditionally reported that 
orthodox Christians rejected Gnostic views for doctrinal reasons, an investigation of 
the newly discovered Gnostic sources reveals that these religious debates 
‘simultaneously bear social and political implications that are crucial to the 
development of Christianity as an institutional religion.’26 This implies that we would 
be naïve if we fail to consider how the early Church’s denunciation of the Gnostics 
and their beliefs was closely linked to the former’s desire to preserve the status of 
orthodox Christians and the orthodox Church at the expense of the Gnostics. The 
prevalence of the post-modern belief that no facts are truly universal or univocal 
strengthens the argument of revisionist scholars that it would be erroneous of us to 
maintain the distinction between ‘orthodox’ and ‘heretical’ literature. If no set of 
facts can be superior to another, the political agenda of the early Church—rather 
than a legitimate distinction between orthodox Christian sources and those that are 
not—constituted the (unjustifiable) foundation of the NT canon. This suggests that 
the early Church’s eventual exclusion of Gnostic texts from the NT is due to its 
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regrettable and unjustifiable aim of self-preservation rather than to any genuine 
concern for orthodoxy. 
The view that there is potential for authors to utilise facts to advance their 
own political agenda is symptomatic of a broader belief that, by virtue of being 
written in a literary form, history is more akin to a story that is rooted more firmly in 
interpretation than it is in fact. For deconstructionists, facts are neither independent 
nor do they represent an external reality. In addition, they believe that as it is 
impossible to verify a historian’s interpretation by reference to the facts, each text’s 
lack of closure and external referent results in a multiplicity of histories.27 The 
inherent dilemma within this view is that the historical narrative is simultaneously 
fact and fiction. On the one hand, it is a representation of the complexities and 
realities of the past and, on the other hand, its story form implies that it is the 
creation of the historian’s mind.28 Subsequently, the question arises as to whether 
the narrative can truly represent what actually happened in the past. The literary 
form of the historical narrative is a double-edged sword that is curiously capable of 
enabling the historians to represent the past while undermining the accuracy of that 
representation.  
On the issue of the literary form being open to abuse from authors, Ehrman 
writes that the literary nature of Christianity means that ‘a good deal of the conflict 
among competing understandings of the faith occurred in writing, with polemical 
treatises, sacred texts, legendary tales, forged documents, and fabricated accounts 
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all having their role to play.’29 Chapter Ten of Ehrman’s Lost Christianities is titled 
‘Additional Weapons in the Polemical Arsenal: Forgeries and Falsifications’ and in it, 
he states that orthodox Christians engaged in forgeries in order to undermine beliefs 
that ran counter to theirs. Orthodox Christians reportedly falsified sacred texts 
against a range of Gnostic groups, and by labelling their ‘weapons’ as ‘forgeries’ and 
‘falsifications’, Ehrman contends that the political agenda of this group led them to 
manipulate literary texts.30 Significantly, the manipulability of texts and narratives 
should leave us a lot less confident as to the integrity and reliability of orthodox 
Christian sources. In view of this, Ehrman believes, it would appear wiser to endorse 
the alternative ‘truths’ of Gnostic texts to arrive at a more accurate understanding of 
the history of Christianity. 
The views that facts are not objective—and therefore open to 
manipulation—and that there can be no single ‘true’ historical narrative are both 
congenial to the view of revisionist scholars that the alternative ‘Christian’ texts 
found in the Nag Hammadi Library necessitate a review of the history of Christianity. 
If all histories are equally representative of reality, one interpretation cannot be 
privileged over another and therefore, interpretations which historians privileged in 
the past arguably owe their position to their conformity to one or another discourse 
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of power.31 An example, within the context of secular history, is seen in the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict. From a Palestinian perspective, Western commentators 
have traditionally privileged the Israeli perspective over the Palestinian one because 
the civilisation of the Western world is ‘founded to a great extent on the Judaeo-
Christian tradition’ and consequently, most people have failed to recognise that ‘the 
history of Jewish Palestine ended effectively in 137 CE.’32 Thus, Western historians 
can be seen to have privileged the Israeli interpretation of the conflict over the 
Palestinian one because Israel, by virtue of its closer connections with the West, is 
more ‘powerful’ than Palestine. In such an intellectual climate, it becomes far easier 
to endorse and propagate the views of Pagels and Ehrman that the ‘superiority’ of 
orthodox Christian texts over Gnostic texts is unjustifiable and rooted in the power 
of the Church as a political structure. 
Deconstructionists deal a further blow to the credibility and factuality of the 
historical narrative when they blur the line between historical ‘truth’ and ‘fiction’.  
White once concluded that history, as a discipline, was in a ‘bad shape’ because it 
had ‘lost sight of its origins in the literary imagination.’33 To remedy this debilitated 
state, he urges historians to recognise the ‘fictive element in their narratives’.34  As 
White believes that the past is invented or imagined rather than found, written 
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history does not correspond to a pre-existing narrative or story and subsequently, it 
would be erroneous to view narratives as detached transmitters of past realities.35  
Even if White is not saying that historical ‘truth’ and fiction are the same 
thing, he narrows the gap between the two a great deal more than previous 
historians did: 
It is sometimes said that the aim of the historian is to explain the past 
by ‘finding,’ ‘identifying,’ or ‘uncovering’ the ‘stories’ that lie buried in 
chronicles; and that the difference between ‘history’ and ‘fiction’ 
resides in the fact that the historian ‘finds’ his stories, whereas the 
fiction writer ‘invents’ his. This conception of the historian’s task, 
however, obscures the extent to which ‘invention’ also plays a part in 
the historian’s operation… The historian arranges the events in the 
chronicle into a hierarchy of significance by assigning events different 
functions as story elements in such a way as to disclose the formal 
coherence of a whole set of events considered as a comprehensible 
process with a discernible beginning, middle, and end.36 
In doing so, he has shaken the foundations of a fundamental distinction that 
reconstructionists believe sets their craft apart from that of those who produce 
fictional, as opposed to factual, works.  
The distinction that reconstructionists make between works that they regard 
as historical ‘truth’ and others deemed to be fiction represents the desire to 
separate accurate and reliable narratives from those that are inaccurate and 
unreliable. Significantly, the dichotomy between fact and fiction is integral to the 
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‘truthfulness (and the true worth) of history.’37 For reconstructionists, the accuracy 
of their historical narratives is set apart from fiction because 
they do not create persons or action as existing without some 
evidence from past sources, do not allude to acts of events for which 
they lack documentary information, and do not put words into their 
characters’ mouths or minds without specific evidence of such 
(although they may imply that they know the entire climate of opinion 
of the times of the collective opinion of a group of people on the basis 
of documentation derived from only a few cases at best).38 
Thus, reconstructionists regard historical narratives and fiction as two 
incommensurable entities and believe it is integral to the integrity of the profession 
that the two are not conflated. In view of this, it is unsurprising that 
reconstructionists are extremely vocal when faced with ‘historical’ claims that 
threaten to blur the distinction between historical truth and fiction. 
The Da Vinci Code came under much criticism from scholars who did not 
appreciate the way in which Dan Brown’s claim that ‘*all+ descriptions of artwork, 
architecture, documents, and secret rituals in *the+ novel are accurate’39 blurred the 
distinction between truth and fiction. While recognising it is a reality of the times 
that film directors and book authors can affect public sentiment and shift public 
thinking, Ehrman writes that it can ‘grate a bit on the nerves’ when ‘people come to 
misunderstand history as it really was and substitute fiction for facts.’40 Thus, 
Ehrman wrote Truth and Fiction in The Da Vinci Code to address the historical claims 
the book made about Jesus, Mary Magdalene, Constantine, and the formation of the 
canon of scripture. For example, he refutes The Da Vinci Code’s claim that Christians 
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considered Jesus to be mortal until the Council of Nicaea by stating that the vast 
majority of Christians by the early fourth century acknowledged Jesus to be divine.41 
Significantly, he observes that, ‘Some *Christians+ thought he was so divine he wasn’t 
even human!’42 This is a likely reference to the early doctrine of Docetism, which 
held that Jesus did not have a flesh-and-blood body but ‘only appeared to be a 
human with a material existence like everyone else.’43 Conversely, orthodox 
Christians believe that Jesus was fully human and fully divine when he was on earth. 
Thus, while Ehrman recognizes that a conception of Jesus’ divinity had become 
central to early Christianity by the early fourth century, he does not give an 
‘exclusive endorsement’ to what became the orthodox view of that divinity. 
Significantly, despite Ehrman’s views in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate 
leaning more towards a deconstructionist perspective, he is disconcerted by how The 
Da Vinci Code conflates fact and fiction. This is consistent with the fact that, while 
deconstructionists see the historical narrative and fiction as being more similar than 
reconstructionists do, they do not see them as congruent entities. White, for 
example, recognises that 
historical events differ from fictional events in the ways that it has 
been conventional  their differences since Aristotle. Historians are 
concerned with events which can be assigned to specific time-space 
locations, events which are (or were) in principle observable or 
perceivable, whereas imaginative writers—poets, novelists, 
playwrights—are concerned with both these kinds of events and 
imagined, hypothetical, or invented ones.44 
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In view of this, the starting point for historians and fiction writers is different—the 
former is more concerned with reality and quantifiable, tangible entities than the 
latter is. Furthermore, it is possible to distinguish between good and bad 
historiography ‘since we can always fall back on such criteria as responsibility to the 
rules of evidence, the relative fullness of narrative detail, logical consistency, and the 
like to determine this issue.45 Thus, deconstructionists perceive a smaller distance 
between historical ‘truth’ and fiction but do not see them as being perfect 
substitutes for one another. 
With The Da Vinci Code, at least two things become clear. The first is that 
both reconstructionists and deconstructionists maintain a distinction between 
historical truth and fiction—although the former admittedly see the two as being a 
lot less similar than the latter do. In doing so, they believe certain criteria set 
historical writing apart from fiction. For example, a historical narrative is different 
from a novel in that the former, unlike the latter, ‘purports to tell only of real things 
and to refer only to a real, not imagined world.’46 The second is that scholarly 
denunciation of a piece of writing does not preclude its popularity with the public 
and its subsequent ability to influence opinion and perspectives on historical 
issues.47 Despite earning the ire of many scholars, The Da Vinci Code is one of the 
most successful publications in recent history. While Ehrman recognises that The Da 
Vinci Code offers a ‘completely painless’ way to learn about Christian antiquity, the 
undesirable trade-off is that people who read the book are often unable to separate 
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historical fact from literary fiction, thus resulting in a distorted understanding of the 
past.48 
 For orthodox Christians and evangelical scholars, the issue of ‘truth’ is also a 
key reason for their denunciation of The Da Vinci Code: 
The immense success of The Da Vinci Code and its strong language 
about Christianity and the Catholic Church has resulted in substantial 
confusion over many of the ‘facts’ within its pages. Not only is the 
novel influencing the views of non-Christian readers, it is raising 
difficult questions in the minds of many Christians, some of whom are 
being asked about Brown’s interpretation of Church history and 
theology.49 
The strong objections to The Da Vinci Code are primarily due to Brown’s 
masquerading of literary fiction as ‘truth’ and its subsequent effect of misleading 
both non-Christian and Christian readers alike. Critically, the issue here is not 
confined to theological and religious concerns, but evangelical scholars are 
nonetheless more concerned than revisionist scholars are in defending the 
authenticity of orthodox Christian documents and beliefs. In addition, despite 
sharing with revisionist scholars a similar motivation to address the historical 
inaccuracies of The Da Vinci Code, evangelical scholars differ from the latter in their 
emphasis on the legitimacy of orthodox Christian texts and beliefs when criticising 
the claims of The Da Vinci Code. For example, they note that The Da Vinci Code does 
not explain why Gnostic writings should be more dependable than canonical ones. 
Crucially, they conclude that the canonical Gospels are more dependable than 
Gnostic writings because ‘without the *former+ there would be no historical Jesus at 
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all, no meaningful narrative of his life, and no real sense of what he did, how he 
related to others.’50 
 The desire of historians to distinguish between historical ‘truth’ and fiction 
can be said to parallel the desire of orthodox Christians to distinguish between 
orthodoxy and heterodoxy/heresy in texts and doctrines. Just as reconstuctionists 
believe that the historical narrative can (unlike fiction) explain the past with 
substantial claim to accuracy and truthfulness,51 orthodox Christians believe that 
canonical Christian scriptures are more valid for our understanding of the early years 
of Christianity than alternative ‘Christian’ non-canonical texts are.52 They maintain 
that the distinction between orthodoxy and heterodoxy/heresy is necessary and 
legitimate; to accord them equal status would be erroneous. An example of the 
orthodox Church’s deep-rooted belief in the importance of distinguishing between 
the ‘true’ and the ‘false’ is seen in how Irenaeus 
fastened upon historical realism, proximity to the apostolic 
generation, and the link between Christian teaching and the historical 
Jesus as evidence of a true reading of the Christian Scripture. Gnostic 
allegory, symbolic associations between Gospel narrative and Gnostic 
myth, as well as deconstruction of the Biblical text are all anathema.53 
This shows that the early Church sought to distinguish between accurate and reliable 
writings (orthodoxy) and inaccurate and unreliable ones (heterodoxy) and it mirrors 
the historian’s desire to distinguish between historical ‘truth’ and fiction. 
                                                          
50
 Ibid, p. 66. Italics in original. 
51
 Munslow, Deconstructing History, p. 37. 
52
 Jenkins, Hidden Gospels, p. 84. 
53
 Perkins, Gnosticism and the New Testament, p. 194. 
79 
 
 Evangelical scholars today, like the early Church, maintain that not all 
interpretations—especially those which contradict biblical Scripture—should be 
accorded the same status and legitimacy as those in the Bible. For example, one 
group of evangelical scholars cautions readers against the ‘foolish notion that all 
interpretations of Jesus are created equal’ and writes that ‘*responsible+ historians 
and fiction writers may breathe the same air, but they do not share the same respect 
for historical evidence.’54 It is again evident that evangelical scholars are 
disconcerted by how the post-modern environment has blurred the line between 
‘truth’ and fiction—thereby resulting in many members of the public (blindly) 
accepting ‘truths’ that are more fictional than factual. 
One of the main concerns that evangelical scholars have regarding the 
numerous theories on alternative ‘Christianities’ that are gaining popularity and 
credibility in the public sphere is that an undiscerning approach towards these 
theories would blur the line between historical truth and fiction. The increased 
coverage of alternative ‘Christian’ groups, such as the Gnostics, and their beliefs in 
the media has not met with a corresponding increase in the ability of the public to 
assess the validity of the claims made by revisionist scholars and their proponents. 
Subsequently, as the media 
generally accept radical interpretations of Christian origins as the 
most influential, and indeed as irrefutably correct... [the] interested 
lay person is placed in a difficult position, in that even wide and 
critical reading of books from major presses and the supposedly 
responsible news media, can give the impression that quirky academic 
ideas represent serious trends in scholarship. 55 
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Amid the protests and concerns of evangelical scholars regarding the veracity of the 
views of revisionist scholars, the post-modern atmosphere has led to both the media 
and the public being more receptive towards theories of alternative ‘Christian’ texts 
and groups.  
 One of the fundamental questions the historical profession is faced with 
today is the same one that rests at the centre of the Gnosticism-Christianity debate: 
can there be a single, exclusive ‘truth’ that is superior to other ‘truths’? Within the 
historical field, there are historians who—despite not being able to agree on the 
single right or best interpretation of most historical events—still ‘seek criteria for 
limiting the profusion of narratives and arguments about any given past.’56 Between 
reconstructionists and deconstructionists, the former are more likely to maintain 
that there are definable criteria which set some ‘truths’ above others. One set of 
criteria that they have adhered to is founded on the six key principles of empiricism 
which include the beliefs that the past (like the present) is real, that ‘truth’ 
corresponds to that reality thorough the discovery of facts in the evidence, and that 
facts normally precede interpretation.57 
 As deconstructionists doubt that ‘truth’ can be objective, they maintain that 
it would be far wiser to endorse a multiplicity of viable viewpoints instead of settling 
for one viewpoint above all others. Thus, the deconstructionist perspective can be 
understood as one that 
supports a relativist position and destroys any claim to historical 
objectivity. Not only are multiple and sometimes mutually exclusive 
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interpretations possible, they are inevitable, and the truth of an 
interpretation cannot be verified. All histories are equally 
representative of reality and therefore equally fictitious.58 
From the deconstructionist standpoint, the historical enterprise is less about arriving 
at an immaculate ‘truth’ than it is about recognising that there are multiple viable 
‘truths’ in any given history. 
 The increased receptivity towards multiple ‘truths’ makes it easier to accept 
the argument of revisionist scholars that Christianity should be far more diverse than 
the orthodox Church portrays it to be. Within the deconstructionist framework, it 
becomes easier to accept Ehrman’s view of early Christianity being essentially 
diverse where there were different ‘Christians’ who believed in different versions of 
‘Christianity’.59 Similarly, a deconstructionist approach also makes it more plausible 
that it is foolhardy for orthodox Christians to exclude the diverse viewpoints which 
abound and that Irenaeus was wrong to expel Valentinus’ (a Gnostic leader) disciples 
as ‘heretics’ because doing so ‘not only impoverished the churches that remained 
but also impoverished those he expelled.’60 
As reconstructionists deem it possible (and even desirable) to have a single or 
best interpretation, this quest for a single or best ‘truth’ is diametrically opposed to 
the deconstructionist view as it essentially denies multiple voices and viewpoints. 
From the discussion thus far, it is evident that the views of evangelical scholars—and 
orthodox Christians—on the one hand, and revisionist scholars on the other hand 
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disagree on fundamental issues within the Gnosticism-Christianity debate. In such an 
instance, the two sets of viewpoints must be considered incommensurable since 
they offer viable and important interpretations of the same set of events that do not 
complement each other.61 
Both orthodox Christians and evangelical scholars hold that the orthodox 
Christian texts and their portrayal of the history of Christianity represent a single 
historical ‘truth’ that is mutually exclusive with alternative ‘Christian’ narratives. 
Both groups share a common belief that it is possible to have a single historical 
narrative that is definitive and, therefore, one that is mutually exclusive with 
alternative narratives. More specifically, the Bible’s narrative on the history of 
Christianity is superior to and incompatible with Gnostic texts that offer alternative 
portrayals of the history of Christianity: 
Far from being the alternative voices of Jesus’ first followers, most of 
the lost gospels should rather be seen as the writings of much later 
dissidents who broke away from an already established orthodox 
church. This is not a particularly controversial statement, despite the 
impression that we may get from much recent writing on the 
historical Jesus. The late character of the alternative texts is crucial to 
matters of historicity and reliability. Historical research is as good as 
the sources on which it relies, and to the extent that the latest quest 
for the historical Jesus is founded on the hidden gospels, that 
endeavor is fatally flawed.62 
 
For evangelical scholars, the most reliable evidence for an understanding of the 
history of Christianity can be found in orthodox Christian documents rather than 
Gnostic ones. To imply that Gnostic documents necessitate a revisiting and revision 
                                                          
61
 Berkhofer, Jr., Beyond the Great Story,  p. 57. 
62
 Jenkins, Hidden Gospels, p. 12. 
83 
 
of the history of Christianity today is tantamount to ‘a distortion of Gnosticism, the 
Christian faith, and early Christian history.’63 
Evangelical scholars share the belief of reconstructionists that a plurality of 
interpretations never implies a plurality of histories or a plurality of pasts.64 In fact, 
some are highly critical of the post-modern stance that relativises the idea of ‘truth’: 
In the twenty-first-century world, many postmodernists claim to be 
evenhanded and open-minded. They loathe dogmatic convictions. But 
the irony is that they often become arrogant about their scepticism, 
seeing all possibilities as equal. Postmodern skepticism is the new 
dogma, and it is not one that has much regard for historical 
probabilities.65 
Thus, they too reject the view of revisionist scholars that we should reassess the 
history of Christianity because Gnostic texts portray its history in ways that differ 
from the Bible’s version of events. 
 Trends in historiography reveal the prevalence of post-modern thought that 
has resulted in the views of deconstructionists becoming increasingly influential in 
the field. As seen in this chapter, this has created an intellectual environment that is 
more conducive for the views of revisionist scholars to gain greater recognition, 
acceptance and legitimacy. This is not to say that the post-modern climate has 
completely invalidated the views of orthodox Christians and evangelical scholars. 
However, it is evident that the post-modern atmosphere has perpetuated the claims 
of revisionist scholars—whose views have gained ascendancy within the larger 
context of deconstructionism gaining ground in the historical profession. In addition, 
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it would be erroneous to claim that all deconstructionists believe that all truths are 
relative. What they have done is introduce a greater relativism to the concept of 
historical ‘truth’ which has increased the credibility of, and public acceptance 
towards, the argument of revisionist scholars that the findings at Nag Hammadi 






Historicising the Gnosticism-Christianity Debate 
 
 The greater relativism that deconstructionists have introduced to the concept 
of historical ‘truth’ raises an important question for historians interested in the 
history of religion: can we have a ‘valid’ master narrative for the history of 
Christianity any more than we can have one for other histories? There are three 
related issues for consideration in our attempt to answer this important question. 
The first issue is whether orthodox Christian sources are justifiably more legitimate 
than Gnostic ones for our understanding of the history of Christianity. The second 
issue concerns the legitimacy of the distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’. 
The third issue involves the legitimacy of the Scriptural canonisation process where 
the early Church excluded Gnostic texts from the NT. Through a discussion of the key 
issues at hand and by applying Munslow’s categories of ‘deconstructionists’ and 
‘reconstructionists’ to the Gnosticism-Christianity debate, I seek to illumine how, in 
addition to its doctrinal and ideological dimensions that scholars have examined in 
great detail, there is a historical dimension to it as well. 
 One of the major points of contention in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate is 
whether orthodox Christian sources are justifiably more legitimate than Gnostic ones 
for our understanding of the history of Christianity. Both reconstructionist principles 
and the views of evangelical scholars support the notion that orthodox sources in 
themselves, possess definable qualities such as their dating and authorship which 
make them more valid than Gnostic ones for our understanding of the history of 
Christianity. Evangelical scholars and orthodox Christians believe that these 
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definable qualities are linked to their accurate representation of a specific set of 
historical ‘truths’ such as the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Conversely, 
deconstructionist principles and the views of revisionist scholars give credence to the 
view that orthodox Christian sources are not inherently more valid than Gnostic ones 
because sources (evidence) are subject to the historian’s interpretation and, 
consequently, no single source is inherently more valid than another. 
 The reconstructionist belief that some texts can be more valid than others is 
particularly pertinent to the issue of whether orthodox Christian sources are more 
valid than Gnostic ones. Reconstructionists disagree with the deconstructionists’ 
contention that most, if not all, texts are essentially equal, with no significant 
differences between them in terms of validity. From the reconstructionist 
perspective, sources can point to the ‘true’ past and some are legitimately more 
valid than others because the ‘past does impose its reality through the sources in a 
basic way’ and ‘documents do have an integrity of their own.’1 In addition, Richard 
Evans believes that deconstructionists get themselves into a theoretical bind when 
they attempt to argue that all texts are essentially the same with regard to their 
validity because, as he notes, ‘there is a very real difference between what 
somebody writes and the account somebody else gives of it.’2 If some sources are 
indeed more valid than others in allowing the historian to uncover the ‘true’ past, it 
reinforces the position of evangelical scholars who hold that orthodox Christian 
sources are more valid than Gnostic ones in uncovering the ‘true’ history of 
Christianity. 
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Like reconstructionists, evangelical scholars believe that some sources bring 
us closer to the ‘true’ past than others and thus that there are definable criteria 
which make orthodox Christian sources more valid than Gnostic ones in assessing 
the history of Christianity. One criterion that evangelical scholars and orthodox 
Christians use to distinguish between ‘orthodox’ and ‘heretical’ sources is whether 
these alternative ‘Christian’ sources, were written by an apostle or at least someone 
of recognised authority, as is the case for the four canonical Gospels.3 Another 
criterion that distinguishes ‘orthodox’ and ‘heretical’ sources is the time elapsed 
between the events the sources record and when the sources were actually written. 
In rejecting the Judas Gospel as a legitimate source in assessing the history of 
Christianity, evangelical scholars point out that it is generally agreed that the four NT 
Gospels were written between thirty-five to sixty-five years from the time of the 
crucifixion of Jesus Christ.4 Conversely, even revisionist scholars acknowledge that 
the Judas Gospel was ‘written at least 100 or, more likely, 125 years about Judas’s 
death by someone who did not have independent access to historical records about 
events he was narrating.’5 Therefore, for evangelical scholars, the time elapsing 
between the events the Judas Gospel records and its actual writing, unlike the four 
Gospels, is not ‘satisfactorily short when viewed from the standpoint of historical 
research.’6 These definable criteria, evangelical scholars believe, differentiate 
orthodox sources from Gnostic ones in that the former point to a valid and authentic 
historical narrative for the history of Christianity that the latter do not. 
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As deconstructionists believe that evidence facilitates multiple 
interpretations of the past, instead of pointing towards the past as it really was, we 
can neither prize one version of history over another nor hold that one set of texts is 
more valid than another. For deconstructionists, evidence ‘does not send us back to 
the past, but gives rise to the question what an historian here and now can or cannot 
do with it.’7 Hayden White does not believe historical evidence is sufficient to 
constitute a story (historical narrative) and it is ultimately the historian, through the 
use of literary devices such as characterisation, variation of tone, and point of view, 
who weaves the evidence into a tragic, comic, romantic or ironic story (historical 
narrative).8 Critically, the deconstructionist viewpoint undermines the plausibility of 
arriving at a single notion of ‘truth’ while providing credibility to the view that it 
would be wiser to endorse multiple, viable interpretations of history since historians 
can only approximate the ‘truth’ but never recover it.  
The idea that it would be wiser to endorse multiple, viable ‘truths’ makes it 
easier for one to accept the argument of revisionist scholars that Gnostic texts are as 
valid as orthodox Christian sources for our understanding of the history of 
Christianity. This is especially so if we cannot be certain that there is one ‘truth’ that 
is more valid than all other ‘truths’. Pagels suggests that the secondary role the 
Gnostic texts have played to orthodox Christian ones in the history of Christianity is 
attributable to the Catholic Church’s better organisation rather than the invalidity of 
Gnostic beliefs: 
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[Gnosticism] was no match for the highly effective system of 
organization of the catholic church, which expressed a unified 
religious perspective based on the New Testament canon, offered a 
creed requiring the initiate to confess only the simplest essentials of 
faith, and celebrated rituals as simple and profound as baptism and 
the eucharist... For ideas alone do not make a religion powerful, 
although it cannot succeed without them; equally important are social 
and political structures that identify and unite people into a common 
affiliation.9 
The belief that Gnostic texts offer alternative ‘truths’ that orthodox Christians have 
thus far obscured is evident in Ehrman’s assessment of the value of the Judas Gospel. 
He writes that it provides ‘additional hard evidence that Christianity in the early 
centuries of the church as remarkably diverse’ and there were multiple forms of 
Christianity, with permeable boundaries among the different ‘Christian’ groups.10 
Another important issue in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate is whether the 
fundamental distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ is legitimate and here, 
both evangelical and revisionist scholars disagree as well. The reconstructionist 
belief in the existence of an exclusive historical ‘truth’ supports the view of 
evangelical scholars that orthodox Christian doctrine represents a set of ‘truths’ that 
are more valid than those of the Gnostics for our understanding of the history of 
Christianity. By contrast, the deconstructionist belief that it is foolhardy to maintain 
that one ‘truth’ can justifiably exclude all others lends weight to the argument of 
revisionist scholars that relying on a single version of ‘truth’—the one espoused by 
the early Church and orthodox Christians—would hinder rather than facilitate our 
understanding of the history of Christianity. 
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Reconstructionists accept that it is possible to have an exclusive and objective 
‘truth’ that excludes competing versions of a historical event and this supports the 
view of evangelical scholars that the distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ is 
a legitimate one insofar as it is linked to differing representations of historical 
events. Reconstructionists believe that it would be unwise to suggest that all views 
of the past are equally valid and firmly believe that objective historical knowledge is 
both desirable and attainable.11 Their greater aversion to relativism coupled with 
their deeper belief in the objectivity of historical truth not only distinguish them 
from deconstructionists but also help sustain what evangelical scholars deem to be a 
legitimate divide between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’. The less one adopts a relativistic 
outlook on the concept of historical ‘truth’, the less likely one is to be inclined 
towards the more fluid boundaries of ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ as defined by 
revisionist scholars. 
As evangelical scholars find the concept of a hierarchy of truths an 
unproblematic one, they accept the distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ 
more readily than revisionist scholars do. Jenkins recognises that many different 
gospels once existed but notes that canonical texts attained their status  
because they were earlier and authentically reflected the historical 
reality of Jesus and the first-century church, while their competitors 
were later, and were created by flagrant heretics who stood at best 
on the fringes of Christianity. Some gospels have more value than 
others, and the four best are Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.12 
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This view not only echoes the belief that some sources are inherently more valid 
than others for our understanding of the history of Christianity, it is also 
representative of how evangelical scholars see a legitimate distinction between 
‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’. Thus, one of the main criteria that the early Church used to 
decide whether a text should be included in the NT canon was that it had to conform 
to the teachings of other books known to be by an apostle.13 For evangelical scholars 
and orthodox Christians, this particular criterion for ‘orthodoxy’ meant that the texts 
contain a set of historical ‘truths’ and a valid historical narrative that accurately 
represent the history of Christianity. 
 Deconstructionists perceive a narrower gap between the historical narrative 
and fiction than reconstructionists do and the narrowing of this gap, in turn, implies 
that it would be unwise to sanction a single, exclusive version of ‘truth’ over other 
viable ‘truths’. While White acknowledges that historical events differ from fictional 
ones, he introduces a greater degree of relativism than previous scholars have to the 
concept of historical ‘truth’: 
Most nineteenth-century historians... did not realize that the facts do 
not speak for themselves, but that the historian speaks for them, 
speaks on the behalf, and fashions the fragments of the past into a 
whole whose integrity is—in its representation—a purely discursive 
one. Novelists might be dealing only with imaginary events whereas 
historians are dealing with real ones, but the process of fusing events, 
whether imaginary or real, into a comprehensible totality capable of 
serving as the object or a representation is a poetic process. Here the 
historians must utilize precisely the same tropological strategies, the 
same modalities of representing relationships in words, that the poet 
or novelist uses.14 
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What White has done here is to bridge the divide between writers of fiction, such as 
poets and novelists, and historians—in other words, historical ‘truth’ is rooted more 
deeply in interpretation than in factuality. If historical ‘truth’ is indeed less verifiable 
and factual than historians previously believed it to be, it becomes easier to argue 
for the acceptance of multiple ‘truths’ over the reliance of an elusive ‘truth’. 
 In maintaining that the distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’ is not a 
legitimate one, revisionist scholars argue that because we cannot be absolutely 
certain that the early Church was right to denounce the Gnostics as ‘heretics’, there 
is a need to re-evaluate our understanding the history of Christianity and rehabilitate 
the status of the Gnostics. Pagels suggests that the triumph of orthodox Christians 
over the Gnostics is far from a closed chapter in the history of Christianity because 
discoveries at Nag Hammadi reopen fundamental questions. They 
suggest the Christianity might have developed in very different 
directions—or that Christianity as we know it might not have survived 
at all. Had Christianity remained multiform, it might well have 
disappeared from history, along with dozens of rival religious cults of 
antiquity. I believe that we owe the survival of Christian tradition to 
the organizational and theological structure that the emerging church 
developed.15 
The underlying implication of the idea that Christianity—as we know it today—might 
have developed in very different directions is that the any of the ‘truths’ that 
orthodox Christians and Gnostics endorsed could have emerged as the lynchpin of 
Christianity and this would have altered its history. In addition, Pagels assumes we 
associate the history of Christianity primarily to the orthodox Church’s version of it 
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not because its ‘truth’ is more valid than the ‘truths’ of the Gnostics, but because it 
had a structure that concurrently facilitated its growth and the elimination of rival 
‘Christian’ groups. 
Pagels also writes that the Nag Hammadi discoveries reveal another side of 
the story within the history of Christianity: it is not only orthodox Christians who had 
grounds for condemning the Gnostics, the latter also had grounds for criticising the 
former. For example, for Gnostics, the ‘true’ Church is characterised by the level of 
understanding of its members and their relationship with one another instead of, as 
the orthodox Church believed, its relationship to the clergy.16 This implies that both 
groups, orthodox Christians and the Gnostics, are important for our understanding of 
the history of Christianity since both offer viable interpretations of what Christianity 
embodies. Thus, to exclude the ‘truths’ of the Gnostics in assessing the history of 
Christianity would leave us with an incomplete and uneven understanding of it.  
The third issue of contention in the Gnosticism-Christianity debate involves 
the legitimacy of the Scriptural canonisation process. As revisionist scholars disagree 
that there is a legitimate distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’, they believe 
that the criteria on which the canonisation process was based, and ultimately the 
process itself, are invalid. Conversely, as evangelical scholars accept that the 
distinction between ‘orthodoxy ’and ‘heresy’ is a valid one, it is unsurprising that 
they see the criteria for the canonisation process as being legitimate. Unlike 
revisionist scholars, evangelical scholars do not see canonisation as the starting point 
of a distinction between ‘orthodox’ Christian texts and ‘heretical’ Gnostic ones. 
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Rather, they believe that it formalised an existing distinction that orthodox Christians 
were already making between the two sets of texts and beliefs. In contrast, 
revisionist scholars believe we cannot justifiably (or confidently) maintain that 
orthodox Christian texts are more valid than Gnostic ones and there are two 
attendant consequences to this. The first, as we have seen, is that there is no 
legitimate distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’. The second is that Scriptural 
canonisation constitutes an ideological tool that the early Church wielded to create 
an unfair divide between orthodox Christian texts and Gnostic ones.  
 With regard to the issue of canonisation, the reconstructionist stand that 
there can exist an exclusive and objective ‘truth’ also gives credence to the argument 
of evangelical scholars that the canonisation process is legitimate. Canonisation 
parallels the historian’s process of sifting through the documentary evidence to 
decide which pieces of evidence are most suitable for the historical ‘truth(s)’ he/she 
endeavours to uncover and represent through his/her writing. Elton writes that it is 
possible to extract the truth from the evidence and suggests that historians can do 
so by doing two things with the evidence: establishing its genuineness, and assessing 
its proper significance.17 Elton urges historians to be as well-acquainted with as 
much of the relevant material as possible before embarking on their writing, but 
does not expect that all available material will prove useful to the historian’s task.18 
Instead, he displays a belief in the possibility and desirability of selecting the ‘best’ 
evidence to arrive at an objective ‘truth’ of a given history. 
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 As evangelical scholars see the consequence of canonisation (the distinction 
between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’) as a valid one, they view it as a valid process. 
Evangelical scholars, like reconstructionists, also believe that an objective, exclusive 
‘truth’ can exist and in this instance, it exists in the version of the history of 
Christianity that orthodox Christians, and their doctrine, uphold. In view of this, the 
canonisation process is legitimate because it helped formalise an existing distinction 
between texts that are more valid in representing the history of Christianity (those 
belonging to orthodox Christian doctrine) and texts that are less valid (those 
belonging to alternative ‘Christian’ groups such as the Gnostics).  
 The deconstructionist view—that it would be unwise to sanction a single, 
exclusive ‘truth’ over other viable ‘truths’—undermines the legitimacy of the 
canonisation process because the distinction that canonisation formalised, between 
‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’, is an unwise and unfair rejection of other viable ‘truths’. 
This is not to say that all deconstructionists believe in an indiscriminate acceptance 
of all available evidence and therefore, reject any process of sifting through and 
selecting them. However, deconstructionists are more inclined to believe that the 
historian’s enterprise and work are a lot less objective and factual than 
reconstructionists recognise. For example, F. R. Ankersmit writes that it is not ideal 
to attempt to make a distinction between truth and falsity: 
We will then have to rely on other criteria besides truth and falsity—it 
is an empiricist superstition to believe that no such criteria can be 
conceived of and that prejudice, irrationality, and arbitrariness are the 
only other options to the criteria of truth and falsity... Historical 
debate is sufficient proof of the fact that there are rational criteria, 
other than truth criterion... The empiricist’s unwillingness to recognize 
other criteria than the truth criterion must therefore remind us of the 
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blind man who argues that there could not be a table in this room 
since he is unable to see it.19  
Thus, the undesirability of using ‘truth’ as a criterion in assessing historical writing 
should leave us a lot more sceptical of, and less enthusiastic about, the 
reconstructionist’s claim that an objective ‘truth’ is both achievable and desirable. 
 Revisionist scholars argue that the lack of objectivity in the canonisation 
process, as evinced by its ideological underpinnings, casts doubt on its outcome. In 
view of this, the outcome of the Gnosticism-Christianity debate is not as conclusive 
as evangelical scholars believe it to be, where orthodox Christian texts are 
undisputedly more valid than Gnostic ones in presenting a set of historical ‘truths’ 
that accurately reflect the history of Christianity. In Chapter One, it was noted that 
both Pagels and Ehrman doubt the validity of the canonisation process, not least 
because they see in it an overarching (and undesirable) ideological agenda.20 The 
canonisation process, from the perspective of revisionist scholars, can be understood 
as 
a conflict among competing groups of Christians intent on 
determining the nature of Christianity for all posterity. Only one group 
won the battle; it was this group that determined what the Christian 
creed would be like (the creed that emerged from the Council of 
Nicaea) and decided which books would be included in the canon of 
scripture.21 
From this perspective, then, the canonisation process was not, as evangelical 
scholars maintain, marked first and foremost by a desire to distinguish between 
truth (orthodoxy) and fiction (heterodoxy/heresy). On the contrary, it was 
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characterised by a subjective exclusion of other legitimate texts by an orthodox 
Christian group determined to have its own version of Christianity emerge victorious 
at the expense of other ‘Christian’ groups. 
 The three issues discussed thus far point us back to the central question of 
whether there can exist a valid master narrative for the history of Christianity any 
more than we can have one for other histories. Reconstructionists and evangelical 
scholars will be more likely to support the view that such a narrative can exist. As we 
have seen, reconstructionist beliefs are more closely aligned with those of 
evangelical scholars who maintain that the master narrative, as represented by the 
orthodox Christian version of events, is a valid one in the history of Christianity. In 
contrast, deconstructionist beliefs are more closely aligned with the viewpoints of 
revisionist scholars who, by arguing that the Gnostics and their varying 
interpretations of the history of Christianity are just as valid as the orthodox 
Christian one, deny the validity of a master narrative in the history of Christianity. At 
this juncture, a discussion of the differing views regarding the ‘truthfulness’ of a 
narrative, between reconstructionists and deconstructionists, will help illuminate 
how a reconstructionist approach legitimises the validity of a master narrative for 
the history of Christianity while a deconstructionist one undermines it. 
One of the main reasons reconstructionists believe that one version of ‘truth’ 
can be more valid than another lies in their intrinsic belief that the historian can 
‘recover’ the past with the evidence at his or her disposal. The deconstructionist 
challenge problematises the notion of the past as a ‘recuperable object of study’ and 
if texts do not ‘transparently reflect reality’, historical study is the same as literature 
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and is no longer a distinct epistemology.22 Reconstructionists maintain that there is a 
greater basis for positivism in the evidence and historical writing than 
deconstructionists are willing to admit. Unlike deconstructionists, they believe that 
historians have no ‘ready-made chronicle of events or histories’ and therefore, ‘must 
construct their narratives on the basis of some degree of positive (if ideologically 
impressed) vision of the past.’23 If the past is indeed recoverable, it is easier to 
accept the sanctioning of one version of history over another since we can 
presumably arrive at a concrete and accurate representation of the past. In view of 
this, the reconstructionist position supports the plausibility of there being a valid 
master narrative for the history of Christianity.  
Reconstructionists do not see the indeterminacy of the past as precluding the 
possibility of historians arriving at a truthful representation of the past because the 
historian’s imposition of his/her own determinacy is not mutually exclusive with a 
historical narrative that is faithful to the past as it really happened. The 
indeterminacy of the past, a quality that deconstructionists use to argue for non-
exclusive viewpoints, is useful to the reconstructionist because ‘*it+ is only by making 
the past indeterminate, making it a tabula rasa, that historians can impose upon the 
past their own determinacy.’24 In addition, the imposition of the historian’s own 
determinacy on the past is unproblematic because the narrative is not merely a 
possible way of describing events—its structure ‘inheres in the events themselves.’25 
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In other words, the narrative is closer to being an accurate representation of the 
past than it is to being, as deconstructionists believe, a distortion of it.  
Arriving at a ‘true’ representation of the past, for the deconstructionist, is an 
intimidating task for the historian that is seldom, if ever, accomplished successfully: 
A really ‘true’ representation of the past, a representation of the past 
matching the represented part of the past just as the true statement 
matches what it is about, is only possible after all possible 
representations of this part of the past have been realized. As long as 
this condition is not met, a greater or smaller indeterminacy in the 
relationship between a representation and what it is about will be 
inevitable.26 
This view suggests that a historian’s ability to arrive at a ‘true’ representation of the 
past is contingent upon his/her ability to (impossibly) consider all representations of 
the past. Given the gargantuan nature of the prerequisite for arriving at a ‘true’ 
representation of the past, the deconstructionist reduces the likelihood of there 
being a valid master narrative in the history of Christianity that legitimately excludes 
other possible narratives.  
Deconstructionists view the narrative as a problematic entity as it obscures, 
rather than aids, the historian’s access to the past as it really was. The plausibility of 
a valid master narrative for the history of Christianity diminishes in the face of 
Hayden White’s argument that historical narratives, in being subject to the 
historian’s interpretation, can be written in a variety of ways: 
[What] the historian brings to his consideration of the historical 
record is a notion of the types of configuration of events that can be 
recognized as stories by the audience for which he is writing. True, he 
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can misfire. I do not suppose that anyone would accept the 
emplotment of the life of President Kennedy as comedy, but whether 
it ought to be emplotted romantically, tragically, or satirically is an 
open question. The important point is that most historical sequences 
can be emplotted in a number of different ways, so as to provide 
different interpretations of those events and to endow them with 
different meanings.27 
While White does not adopt an extreme relativist position that accepts all historical 
narratives as being valid, he nonetheless moves the historical narrative along the 
spectrum of ‘truthfulness’ and situates it closer to being an interpretation than, as 
the reconstructionists believe it to be, a representation of the past. Consequently, if 
most historical events can indeed be interpreted and ‘emplotted’ in several different 
ways, then the insistence on a master narrative in the history of Christianity that 
excludes other narratives, such as the one from Gnostic groups, becomes less 
defensible.  
 The Gnosticism-Christianity debate involves two groups whose views are 
mutually exclusive and diametrically opposed. If, as evangelical scholars and 
orthodox Christians believe, orthodox Christian sources are more legitimate than 
Gnostic ones for our understanding of the history of Christianity, there is a legitimate 
distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’, and the canonisation process is 
legitimate, then the views of revisionist scholars are invalidated. This situation arises 
because the tenability of the position, of both evangelical scholars and orthodox 
Christians, rests on the sustainability of the orthodox Christian version of the history 
Christianity as being the valid master narrative. Tom Wright, for example, is 
incredulous at Pagels’ suggestion that the NT gospels and Gnostic ones are 
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compatible and complement one another because the two sets of beliefs found in 
the respective texts are ‘like oil and water, like chalk and cheese.’28 In addition, when 
comparing the Gnostic portrayals of Christianity and the orthodox Christian one, 
Wright urges us to pick the latter because it is the ‘real gospel’ and ‘has to do with 
the real Jesus, the real world, and above all the real God.’29 Thus, evangelical 
scholars maintain that the particular set of historical ‘truths’ which orthodox 
Christian texts contain offer an authentic and valid portrayal of the history of 
Christianity while the ones Gnostic texts offer are inauthentic and invalid. 
 On the other side of the Gnosticism-Christianity debate, if we agree with 
revisionist scholars that orthodox Christian sources are no more legitimate than 
Gnostic ones, there is no legitimate distinction between ‘orthodoxy’ and heresy’ and 
the canonisation process is not a legitimate one, the viewpoints of evangelical 
scholars and orthodox Christians become untenable. Critically, to accord Gnostic 
texts and beliefs the same status as orthodox Christian ones in our understanding of 
the history of Christianity undermines the validity of the line that the early Church 
drew, and present-day orthodox Christians maintain, between Gnosticism and 
Christianity. The inclusion of orthodox Christian texts in the NT, over Gnostic ones, is 
then no longer a consequence of them being inherently more valid or authoritative 
than alternative ‘Christian’ texts. Rather, the dubious victory of orthodox Christians 
over other competing groups is what has unjustifiably cemented their status as being 
more valid than other texts in representing the history of Christianity: 
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One of the reasons [orthodox Christian] views now seem obvious, 
however, is that only one set of early Christian beliefs emerged as 
victorious in the heated disputes over what to believe and how to live 
that were raging in the early centuries of the Christian movement. 
These beliefs, and the group who promoted them, came to be 
thought of as ‘orthodox’ (literally meaning, ‘the right belief’, and 
alternative views... came to be labeled as ‘heresy’ (= false belief) and 
were then ruled out of court. Moreover, the victors in the struggles to 
establish Christian orthodoxy not only won their theological battles, 
they also rewrote the history of the conflict; later readers, then, 
naturally assumed that the victorious views had been embraced by 
the vast majority of Christians from the very beginning, all the way 
back to Jesus and his closest followers, the apostles.30 
The resultant instability of the orthodox Christian version of the history of 
Christianity as the valid master narrative, in turn, coheres with revisionist scholars’ 
claims that the Nag Hammadi discoveries necessitate a revision of our understanding 
of the history of Christianity. 
 Whether we believe there can be a valid master narrative in the history of 
Christianity will depend on whose perspectives—those of the reconstructionists or 
that of the deconstructionists—we find more appealing/convincing/attractive. The 
reconstructionist position is not only more conducive for the validity of the views of 
both evangelical scholars and orthodox Christians, it can even be seen as being 
absolutely critical to the sustainability of the orthodox Christian position. Without 
the plausibility of there being a valid master narrative of the history of Christianity, 
the exclusivity with which orthodox Christians guard their version of Christianity 
becomes a hollow, unjustifiable one that unfairly excludes alternative ‘Christian’ 
texts and beliefs, such as those belonging to the Gnostics. The deconstructionist 
position, in contrast, helps sustain the arguments of revisionist scholars while 
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undermining those of evangelical scholars and orthodox Christians. The 
deconstructionist’s doubtfulness that historians can arrive at an objective truth 
undermines the validity of a single, exclusive ‘truth’ or master narrative. In light of 
this, the unyielding line that orthodox Christians and evangelical scholars draw 
between orthodox Christian sources and Gnostic ones becomes unjustifiable and 
unsustainable. Consequently, if we agree with the deconstructionists, then only a 
misguided historian would insist that a valid master narrative can exist for the history 
of Christianity. 
 Having weighed the arguments from the two camps, I find the 
reconstructionists and evangelical scholars more convincing because the inability to 
construct the past exactly as it was should not preclude the existence of a valid 
master narrative. One of the main arguments of the deconstructionists and 
revisionist scholars rests on the assumption that a multiplicity of ‘truths’ is more 
desirable primarily because historians cannot reconstruct and ‘know’ the past 
exactly as it happened. To utilize such a lofty criterion to assess whether there can 
indeed be a valid master narrative in History is unrealistic and introduces a greater 
degree of relativity to historical truth than is necessary or desirable. Even if 
historians can only arrive at an approximation of the past, what possibly matters 
more is that a consistent set of criteria is used to distinguish any potential master 
narrative from those masquerading as historical ‘truths’. In the case of the 
evangelical scholars, they do consistently apply the same criteria to distinguish 
between orthodox Christianity and alternative ‘Christianities’ and this would indicate 
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the validity of the biblical master narrative in the history of Christianity that 
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